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 This dissertation examines the concept of the Holy Land, for purposes of Reformation 
polemics and apologetics, in sixteenth-century English Literature. The dissertation focuses on 
two central texts that are indicative of two distinct historical moments of the Protestant 
Reformation in England. Thomas More's Utopia was first published in Latin at Louvain in 
1516, roughly one year before the publication of Martin Luther's Ninety-Five Theses signaled 
the commencement of the Reformation on the Continent and roughly a decade before the 
Henrician Reformation in England. As a humanist text, Utopia contains themes pertinent to 
internal Church reform, while simultaneously warning polemicists and ecclesiastics to leave 
off their paltry squabbles over non-essential religious matters, lest the unity of the Church 
catholic be imperiled. More's engagement with the Holy Land is influenced by contemporary 
researches into the languages of that region, most notably the search for the original and 
perfect language spoken before the episode at Babel. As the confusion of tongues at Babel 
functions etiologically to account for the origin of all ideological conflict, it was thought that 
the rediscovery of the prima lingua might resolve all conflict. The language of More's ideal 
society is informed by such contemporary inquiry. Edmund Spenser's Faerie Queene was 
published in English in 1590 and 1596, a time when Protestantism had become a fact of the 
English national establishment and any interest in reconciliation with Rome had largely 
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disappeared. Thus The Faerie Queene looks to the history of the Holy Land not for examples 
of utopian unity, but as a site of religious conflict. Spenser recognized the significance that 
the Crusades bore upon the religious conflicts of his own time and place. But as crusading 
was a decidedly Roman Catholic institution, Spenser was obliged to reimagine the crusading 
past to square with his doctrinal and nationalist goals, most notably demonstrating the 
teleological legitimacy of the Church of England and the veracity of Protestant doctrines. 
Thus this dissertation traces the evolving utility of the Holy Land in pre- to post-Reformation 
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INTRODUCTION: DEFINING THE HOLY LAND 
 “The Holy Land” is both a geographical and historical concept, the temporal and 
physical boundaries of which are remarkably fluid. The field is narrowed only slightly if we 
seek to define the Holy Land exclusively from the perspective of sixteenth-century European 
Christians, both Catholic and Reformed. If our definition is then confined both temporally 
and geographically to the period and region of direct christological significance, the Holy 
Land can be viewed as the region encompassing roughly 10,000km2 in which Christ was 
active over a period of some 30-35 years. This region would span from Galilee in the north– 
where Christ was reared and to where He returned after the imprisonment of John the 
Baptist– to Nazareth and Jerusalem in the south where He was born and died, respectively. 
The lateral dimensions might stretch eastward from Jerusalem to Al-Maghtas, beyond the 
border of present-day Jordan, where lies the traditional site of Jesus' baptism.1 
 But by the time the Baptist ministered to Jesus, Al-Maghtas had long been identified 
as a holy place. It was thought to have been at this same location that the Israelites crossed 
the River Jordan into the Promised Land, and where Elijah ascended to heaven before an 
astonished Elisha.2 If we are unwilling to discount the locations that witnessed the revelation, 
miracles, and spiritual pathos of the Old Testament, then we will be obliged to conceive of 
the Holy Land as a much wider region experiencing a much longer period of holy activity. 
                                                 
1 Al-Maghtas, from the Arabic مغطس (baptism; immersion). 
 




Ortelius' 1584 map of the Terra Sancta roughly encompasses the christological boundaries 
defined above; oriented to the east, the map spans from the Lebanese Mountains on the left to 
the northern Negev on the right.3 The cartouche at the top right is illustrated by three 
christological vignettes, showing the nativity, crucifixion, and resurrection. But along the 
bottom border of the map, off the coast of Tyre, another vignette depicts Jonah being 
swallowed up by the whale, reminding the viewer that this region was one of great religious 
significance long before the birth of Christ. Another of Ortelius' maps of the region, 
published two years later, shows the peregrinations of Abraham from Ur of the Chaldees to 
Egypt.4 The map extends as far west as the Nile Delta, while the inset shows the Euphrates to 
the east. Such shifting boundaries encourage us to question our conception of the Holy Land. 
Is not the Sinai Peninsula– where God revealed himself to Moses and handed down the Law, 
and where the Chosen were for 40 years sustained by heavenly manna– a holy land? Or 
western Jordan, containing Mount Pisgah from which Moses first glimpsed the Promised 
Land, brimming with milk and honey? And what of Mesopotamia, where it had been long 
assumed Eden was once located at the confluence of the four rivers? 
 On the other side of Christ's death, an earlier Ortelius map depicts the wanderings of 
Saint Paul, and includes in addition to the Levant the entire Mediterranean region: 
Mesopotamia and the Arabian peninsula to the east; North Africa to the south; southern Italy 
to the west; and Greece, Anatolia, and Armenia defining the northern border.5 Which of these 
lands in which Paul spread the Word qualify as holy, and which do not? Surely Italy is not 
                                                 
3Terra Sancta a Petro Laicstain perlustrata, et ab eius ore et schedis a Christiano Schrot in tabulam redacta 
(Antwerp: Christopher Plantin, 1584). 
 
4 Abrahami Patriarchae peregrinatio et vita (Antwerp: Ortelius, 1586). 
 
5Peregrinationis Divi Pavli Typus Chorographicus (Antwerp: Christopher Plantin, 1579). 
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included in any definition of the Holy Land, even if this region maintains great importance in 
ecclesiological history. But Anatolia, containing the Sultanate of Rum and buttressing the 
Byzantine Empire at the outset of the First Crusade, at least seems to be the traditional 
gateway to the Holy Land. And if crusading activity is one hallmark of inclusion in the Holy 
Land, then we must account for the Albigensian Crusade in southern France and the 
Reconquista in Spain; certainly neither of these regions qualify. 
 The title of this dissertation alludes to the vagaries and challenges inherent in seeking 
to define the geographical location of the Holy Land. If we are to be generous, then perhaps 
all regions in that part of the world that lies “beyond the Bosphorus”– that is to say, beyond 
the easternmost boundary of European Christendom and extending as far as (and perhaps 
into) Persia– have some claim upon inclusion. But such a loose definition is more than 
convenient. It is also proper, because questions regarding where the Holy Land is or was 
have perhaps always been less important than what the Holy Land means to individuals in a 
given time or place. Such meaning, too, is various and changeable. When individuals thought 
about the Holy Land in the first decades of the sixteenth century, when the unity of the 
Church faced grave danger from both without and within, what did they hope to glean from 
the history and example of the Terra Sancta? And how did hopes and expectations 
concerning the utility of the Holy Land manifest in a post-Reformation world, when the 
greatest concern was no longer the integrity of the Church catholic, but with extracting a 
sustainable devotional life from the rubble that internecine strife had left behind? It for this 
reason the current study purports to be concerned with the Holy Land, rather than the “Near” 
or “Middle East.” The writers under discussion are less concerned with precise geographical 
regions. They are more concerned with the historical (and holy) activities that occurred in 
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this wider region, to the purpose of gleaning what application such activities might have 
regarding their own religious worlds. For this same reason– that engagement with this 
particular time and place was motivated by decidedly Christian concerns, and not inter-
religious ones– that this is not a project about Christian-Muslim or Christian-Jewish relations 
during the Renaissance. 
 This dissertation examines England's encounter with the Holy Land during two 
distinct periods of sixteenth-century history, through the examination of two historically 
indicative works: More's Utopia and the Spenser's Faerie Queene. Utopia was first published 
in Latin at Louvain in 1516, roughly one year before the publication of Luther's Ninety-Five 
Theses, an event that is traditionally seen as the initiation of the Protestant Reformation. 
Though Henry VIII's (and thus England's) break with Rome would not occur until 1534, 
England had been a center of pre-Reformation activity since the Wycliffites of the fourteenth 
century, while English figures of the early humanist movement, such as John Colet and More 
himself, had been vocal advocates of internal Church reform since the outset of the sixteenth 
century. The Faerie Queene was published in English, indicating a domestic rather than an 
international audience, in 1590 and 1596: a time when the vicissitudes following the 
Elizabethan Settlement had had time to subside, giving way to a relatively stable religio-
political situation in England. The solidification of the English nation and Church provided 
literary men with unique occasion to look both inward to consider their new religious and 
political identities, and outward to consider the role of their Protestant nation on the 
international stage. In this way the work of More– appearing on the eve of the Reformation– 
and that of Spenser– appearing after Protestantism had become a fact of the English national 
establishment– bookends both the sixteenth century and the Reformation in England. 
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 The period roughly spanning from the 1520s and the 1580s, when the conflicts of 
religious reform were more acute in England, not only witnessed by a dearth of literary 
output, but also a kind of stagnant interest in the Holy Land. Domestic concerns over the 
royal succession, bound up with uncertainty concerning the identity of state religion, 
occupied the interests of the best minds. Such individuals had occasion to consider the 
history and languages of the Holy Land through their inquiries into ecclesiological history, 
their exegetical projects, and the translation of the Old Testament from the “original” Hebrew 
text into the English vernacular. The exiled English translators, such as Tyndale in the 1520s 
and those working under Miles Coverdale in 1550s, seem to have known some Hebrew. But 
their competency in this and the other Semitic languages paled in comparison to the Lutheran 
and Reformed Hebraists of Germany, such as Sebastian Munster and Paul Fagius, whose 
homelands had by the peak of their careers already secured a degree of religious stability that 
England yet had not.6 But even Munster and Fagius, together with other Hebraists who 
enjoyed great facility in the Hebrew language, like Michael Servetus, marshaled those skills 
overwhelmingly to promote the doctrinal agendas of Protestantism. Sanctes Paganius sought 
                                                 
6 The question of Tyndale's Hebrew abilities has been the subject of several studies. While he acknowledges 
Tyndale's heavy reliance on Luther's German Old Testament, Gerald Hammond argues that Tyndale's Hebrew 
literacy was extensive enough to “respond sensitively and effectively to the particularities of Hebrew 
vocabulary and style.” He does criticize, however, Tyndale's penchant to “Hebraize” English rather than arrive 
at idiomatic English renderings. See “William Tyndale's Pentateuch: its relation to Luther's German Bible and 
the Hebrew original,” Renaissance Quarterly 33.3 (Autumn, 1980): 351-385. J.F. Mozley has more faith in 
Tyndale's ability to navigate Biblical Hebrew without the aid of Luther's translation, though Mozley's argument 
is perhaps undermined by his admission that Tyndale's renderings frequently demonstrate the influence of 
Pagninus' and Jerome's Latin. See “Tyndale's knowledge of Hebrew,” Journal of Theological Studies 36.144 
(Oct., 1935): 392-396. Delila Karpman's contribution to this inquiry, confined to Exodus 1-6, expresses little 
esteem for Tyndale's Hebrew abilities. However, the argumentation often comes across as overly knit-picky, and 
Karpman's standards for “competency” during this time of limited instructional resources are perhaps less than 
reasonable. See “William Tyndale's response to the Hebraic tradition,” Studies in the Renaissance 14 (1967): 
110-130. On the Hebrew proficiency of the Geneva translators, G. Lloyd Jones remarks that “[Anthony] Gilby 
apart, there is no conclusive evidence to show that the translators were accomplished Hebraists.” Even so, his 
reasoning that Gilby demonstrates a sound command of the language in his commentary on Micha is itself less 
than conclusive. See The discovery of Hebrew in Tudor England: a third language (Manchester University 




by the same means to demonstrate the veracity of Roman Catholic doctrine. In this way the 
exigencies of an ongoing struggle between Rome and the various Reformed Churches 
monopolized virtually all interest in the region, resulting in a fairly homogenous intellectual 
climate. 
 Corollary to the distinct religio-political realities of the 1510s and the 1590s, More's 
and Spenser's interests in the Holy Land are products of rather distinct motivations, both 
from one another and from the mid-century reformers. More, together with several of his 
humanist contemporaries, looked to the languages and political institutions of the Holy Land 
for precedent and guidance in the preservation Christian unity within a single Church 
catholic. The desire for internal reform piqued interest in Near-Eastern learning, mostly from 
Jewish but also from Islamic sources, as Catholic reformers sought to discover the doctrinal, 
liturgical, and episcopal details of the pristine and original Church. As Jerome Friedman has 
aptly and unequivocally demonstrated, the collective Renaissance imagination conceived of a 
correspondence between the ancient and the pristine, in which chronological distance 
correlated positively with purity.7 Like Reformers would continue to do throughout the 
sixteenth and well into the seventeenth century, those active before Luther sought to uncover 
and reinstitute the tenets and practices of the Apostolic Church. But many wished to go 
beyond the Church established by St. Peter, and scrutinized rabbinic and kabbalistic sources 
in an endeavor to access the earliest instances of revelation: to recover the lost details of 
Moses' encounter with God on Sinai, or even the devotional practices of Adam and Eve in 
prelapsarian Eden. 
                                                 
7 Friedman, The Most Ancient Testimony: Sixteenth-Century Christian-Hebraica in the Age of Renaissance 
Nostalgia (Ohio University Press, 1983), pp. 19-20. For a more concise version of the monograph's over-
arching argument, see Friedman's earlier article: “Sixteenth-Century Christian-Hebraica: scripture and the 
Renaissance myth of the past,” Sixteenth-Century Journal 11.4 (Winter, 1980): 67-85. 
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 In addition to a truer Church, more pleasing to both God and Man, the expectations 
held by those interested in recovering the details of the prisca theologica included its ability 
to put to rest all dissent and disagreement within the Church, as well as to preclude any attack 
from without. The teachings and practices of the Pristine Church– apostolic or even more 
ancient– must be infallible. They were handed down to Man directly from God and yet 
untainted by human corruption. Because of this, the veracity and perfection thereof can be 
disagreeable to no man who possesses right reason. No one can take issue with perfection, 
and there is therefore nothing to squabble over. 
 But by end of the sixteenth century, when the Faerie Queene was composed, the 
Church was unified no longer. Thus Spenser looked eastward and back in time in an attempt 
to reimagine how historical interactions between Christendom and the Holy Land could be 
interpreted or reimagined to confirm the inevitability and legitimacy of the Church of 
England. The success, as Spenser would have deemed it, of the Reformation in England 
widely curtailed any interest in reconciliation with Rome or with a wider Christendom. 
Whereas More looked to the Holy Land for purposes of reconciliation, Spenser looked to the 
same to develop an understanding of the conflict between true and false Churches: to 
demonstrate that the Church of England is the former, while that of Rome is the latter. For 
Spenser, the value of the Holy Land has not to do with its status as a location of peace, unity, 
or pristine worship. Instead, his interest lies with the Holy Land as the location of religious 
conflict, and for this reason he makes crusading a central theme in Book I of The Faerie 
Queene, or “The Legend of True Holiness.” 
 Much fine work has been done in the field of sixteenth-century Christian Hebraism by 
such scholars as G. Loyd Jones, Jerome Friedman, Jeffery Shoulson, and Chaim Wirszubski. 
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However, to my knowledge, there has been no study that seeks to account for the ways that 
the work of a few Christian Hebraists reached a larger audience in the Early Modern period 
through its reflection in literary texts. Nor has there been a satisfactory thesis put forward that 
accounts for the inspiration or meaning of More's Utopian alphabet and language. Apart from 
two brief studies, by J. Duncan M. Derrett and Stanley Burnstein, there has been no attempt 
to do so. 
 Considerably more scholarship has been published that is concerned with England's 
encounter with the Near East in the literature of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries. Overwhelmingly, this scholarship traces representations of “Turks” in poetry and, 
to a greater degree, on the stage. Daniel J. Vitkus's work on the Mediterranean and Early 
Modern drama has largely guided subsequent studies in this subfield. Spenser's “Saracen” 
figures have received less attention than dramatic characters like Othello and Tamburlaine, 
but they are discussed by such scholars as Benedict S. Robinson, Talya Meyers, and Lee 
Manion. It is my contention, however, that none of these works convey the quality or great 
importance of Spenser's engagement with the Crusades or with the Muslim “enemy” thereof, 
or with his conception of the threat supposedly posed by the Ottoman Empire during his own 
lifetime. 
 Finally, both the topical focus and chronological range of this dissertation are unique 
in that it seeks to demonstrate the evolving role of the Holy Land in a wider Reformation 
England. In examining how ideas about the Holy Land were utilized for the purposes of 
apologetics and polemics both before the Henrician Reformation and after the Elizabethan 
Settlement, we are given a greater and more nuanced picture of how this subject is treated in 
both the religious thought and the literature of the period. More and Spenser are rarely 
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discussed in tandem, given both the temporal and ideological distance between these two 
writers. But there is a common, and hitherto overlooked thread between them in that they 
both turned to the Holy Land in an attempt to offer commentary on the Reformation in their 
respective times. 
Humanist Interest in Near-Eastern Language and Learning on the Eve of the Reformation 
 Friedman finds four major obstacles to the Christian study of Hebrew in the first half 
of the sixteenth century, all of which contributed to the general lack of competency in that 
language during this time: a lack of popularity or failure to realize the utility of learning 
Hebrew among Christians; the absence of formal instruction in Hebrew at European 
universities; a lack of presses equipped to print Hebrew books and instructional materials; 
and finally the virtual absence of cooperation between Christians and Europe's Jewish 
communities, the latter of which already possessed Hebrew knowledge.8 As Friedman 
demonstrates, all of these obstacles had been largely overcome by mid-century. By 1550, he 
asserts, any student with the requisite interest and dedication could find instruction in the 
Hebrew language and in Hebrew literature, be at one of several universities, from private 
tutors, or from the preponderance of grammars and critical editions of Hebrew scripture and 
post-biblical literature.9 But as the depth and dissemination of Hebrew knowledge among 
Christians increased, the fantastic speculation about Hebrew knowledge– what secrets it 
might contain and what such knowledge could accomplish– that characterized the early years 
of Christian Hebraism decreased accordingly. For this reason, the final decades of the 
fifteenth century and the first decades of the sixteenth in many ways describe the most 
intriguing period of Christian Hebraism, if the least intellectually rigorous and worst 
                                                 
8 Friedman (1983), p. 22ff. 
 




 Well before the doctrinal debates the Reformation provided new and expedient 
motivations for the ability to read the Hebrew Scriptures in their original language, 
unmediated by the “corrupted” Vulgate text, Christians had missionary motives for 
familiarizing themselves with the literature and liturgical language of the Jews. This 
missionary activity presupposes that Hebrew literature– including both that which Christians 
call the Old Testament, and post-biblical texts such as the Talmud and other midrashic 
sources– demonstrate the veracity of Christ's divinity and messianic status. No one doubted 
that the evidence was there; the task at hand involved accessing that evidence and presenting 
it to the Jews who, it was supposed, had been misreading their own holy texts, willfully or 
ignorantly, for centuries if not millennia. While, as we shall see in the first chapter, debates 
about the value of post-biblical Hebrew literature for a Christian audience would continue 
into the mid-sixteenth century, it is for missionary purposes that Christian scholars and 
theologians initially expressed interest in the Jewish mystical tradition known as Kabbalah.10  
 Pico della Mirandola was the first Christian scholar to assert that Kabbalah had value 
for Christians, and the forward place of this mystical tradition in his Nine-hundred Theses 
points up the idea that he viewed Hebrew wisdom as the font of all Truth.11 Pico concluded 
that all wisdom, notably that of classical Greece, was derived from the Hebrews. The 
correlations Pico noted between Kabbalah and the Neoplatonism popularized by 
                                                 
10 For the debate, commonly referred to as the Basel-Wittenberg Conflict, over the value of rabbinical and other 
post-biblical Jewish literature among Lutheran and Reformed Hebraists in Germany, see Friedman (1983), pp. 
165-175 and Stephen G. Burnett, “Reassessing the 'Basel-Wittenberg Conflict': Dimensions of the Reformation-
Era Discussion of Hebrew Scholarship” in Allison P. Coudert and Jeffery S. Shoulson (eds.), Hebraica Veritas?: 
Christian Hebraists and the Study of Judaism in Early Modern Europe (University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2004): 181-201. 
 
11 For the role of Kabbalah in the Nine-hundred Theses, see Stephen Alan Farmer, Syncretism in the West 
(Tempe, AZ: Medieval & Renaissance Texts & Studies, 1998), pp. 204-205. 
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contemporaries such as Marsilio Ficino was not imagined; in reality Kabbalah is a Sephardic 
tradition developed largely in the twelfth to fourteenth centuries, and was influenced greatly 
by neoplatonist thinkers such as Plotinus. But Kabbalah purported to be an ancient tradition, 
handed down by God to Moses on Sinai concurrently with the Law. This Pico believed, and 
saw in Kabbalah an additional theosophic matrix of revelation containing all the secrets of 
cosmology. In Pico's view, Kabbalah offered a compendium of all Truth. 
 It was Pico who introduced Johannes Reuchlin to Kabbalah while the latter was 
visiting Florence in 1490. Reuchlin developed proficiency in the Hebrew language with 
remarkable speed, having benefited from the tutelage of two Jewish teachers: Jacob Loans, 
physician to Emperor Frederick III, and Obadiah Sforno, physician to Cardinal Domenico 
Grimani. His Hebrew competency is demonstrable by the publication in 1506 of his grammar 
and lexicon, De rudimentis hebraicis which, while modeled largely upon the work of David 
Kimhi, shows real facility in the language. But Reuchlin's interest in Hebraica was always 
first and foremost mystical, and in 1494 (a mere four years after his introduction to Kabbalah 
in Florence) Reuchlin published his magical treatise on the divine names, De verbo 
mirifico.12  De verbo was received poorly in many circles, for Reuchlin's understanding of 
Kabbalah at this early point in his career was rudimentary, and to say that the work's 
christological implications are problematic would be a great understatement. But a primary 
assertion throughout De verbo is that all the names of God, spanning all of history and every 
human culture, demonstrate that humankind has always worshipped the same one, true God– 
even if some of His manifestations were rather muddied by the ignorance and depravity of 
men. Here the mentorship of Pico is observable, for such an assertion approaches the 
                                                 
12 For an overview of the content, goals, and reception of this work, see Charles Zika, “Reuchlin's De Verbo 




perennialism, if not universalism, that he espoused along with figures like Ficino. 
 By no means in the first half of the sixteenth century were all scholars and 
theologians with an interest in the Holy Land necessarily interested in Kabbalah, nor were all 
Hebraists. In fact, interest in Jewish mysticism was exceedingly rare among all these groups. 
But they did widely share an association between the Holy Land, together with its languages 
and learning, and ideas of religious utopia. Catholics looked to the example of the Holy Land 
to demonstrate that the doctrines of the Church already reflected the perfection of the prisca 
theologica, even if this meant conceding that said perfection had been obfuscated by clerical 
corruption. Reformed individuals, on the other hand, were confident that the same body of 
evidence would demonstrate the great error of Roman Catholic doctrine. It could guide their 
own efforts to realize pristine devotion, the incontrovertible Truth of which would be 
universally apparent to all but the stubborn or willfully perverse. 
 More's utopian project also relies upon and reflects ideas of religious universalism 
and, as I hope to demonstrate, is directly influenced by contemporary inquiries into Hebrew 
language and learning. What is more, the Universalist theory touted by numerous humanists 
betrays its own missionary origins in that it always assumed that Christianity represented the 
best and most perfect manifestation of universal Truth. Reuchlin ultimately reveals that the 
titular “miraculous word” of De verbo mirifico– the truest name of God through which men 
can access divine power to work miracles– is a corrupted spelling of “Jesus.”13 Even 
                                                 
13 Reuchlin inserts the letter shin into the middle of the Tetragrammaton to arrive at a phonetic approximation of 
Jesus' name in Hebrew (יהשוה). Unfortunately, this is not remotely close to how the name is actually spelled. As 
Lefèvre d'Etaples pointed out in his 1509 Quincuplex pslaterium: Gallicum, romanum, hebraicum, vetus, 
conciliatum, ישוע is the correct spelling, and any Jew would immediately identify Reuchlin's spelling as 
“fictitious and too easily worked up by us [Christians]” (f. 231); quoted in Friedman (1983), p. 81. On Lefèvre, 
see Brian P. Copenhaver, “Lefèvre D'Etaples, Symphorien Champier, and the Secret Names of God,” Journal of 
the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 40 (1977): 189-211. On Reuchlin's spelling of Jesus' Hebrew name, see 




Reuchlin's De rudimentis, which as a grammar of instructional utility should presumably 
strive for objectivity, overtly Latinizes Hebrew in a way that suggests he viewed the language 
as an ultimately Christian, rather than Jewish, possession.14 More is guilty of the same kind 
of ethnocentrism. While the devotional practices and theological conclusions of his Utopians 
are meant to approach the prisca theologica through the elimination of all but dogmatic 
essentials, in praxis the Utopian religion looks remarkably similar to Roman Catholicism. 
And the suggestion is that the Utopians will only become more Catholic following their 
encounter with Europeans such as Hytholoday. 
Protestant Nationalism and the Crusades in Post-Reformation England 
 More's goal in composing Utopia was, apart from a good laugh, to provide an 
exhortation that churchmen leave off paltry quarrels regarding non-essential matters, lest the 
unity of the Church come under real schismatic threat. But by Spenser's day this had become 
a moot point, as the unified Church was shattered after all. A task of The Faerie Queene was 
to assert that the ecclesiastical fragment left in England was the better for it, and had in fact 
enjoyed a long and fruitful history preceding Papal interference in that country. Thus Spenser 
does not appeal to the Crusades as a reminder of a glorious and unified Christian past, as 
Tasso did in Gerusalemme Liberata roughly two decades earlier. Quite the contrary, he is 
tasked with reinterpreting the crusading past to assert the teleological legitimacy of Reformed 
Christianity, especially its manifestation in the Church of England. 
 As the sixteenth century progressed, new reason to think about the region beyond the 
Bosphorus was inspired by a steadily increasing Ottoman power. Latin Christendom's deep 
interest in, or rather anxiety about, the Ottoman Empire is demonstrated by the fact that 
                                                 
14 See David H. Price, “Christian Humanism and the Representation of Judaism: Johannes Reuchlin and the 
Discovery of Hebrew,” Arthuriana 19.3 (Fall, 2009), p. 84. 
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European printing houses had recognized and sought to fulfill a demand for texts on this 
subject virtually since the invention of the printing press. In the estimation of C.J. Heywood, 
approximately 3,500 works concerning the Turks were printed in Europe between 1500 and 
1600.15 A greater portion of these date from second half of the century, which experienced 
major encounters between Christian Europe and the Ottoman Empire including the Siege of 
Malta (1565), the Ottoman-Venetian War (1570-73), and the Battle of Lepanto (1571).16 
While these sundry works were written in both Latin and various vernaculars, there was 
throughout the century a relative paucity of works on this subject available in English. The 
same is true concerning works about the Crusades, an event which, as I will discuss in 
Chapter Three, was central to sixteenth-century Europeans' understanding of the Ottoman 
Empire and the threat it was thought to pose to Christendom. Richard Knolles's Generall 
Historie of the Turks (first edition, 1603) did not appear until the first decade of the 
seventeenth century. This work continued to be quite popular for nearly a century, with at 
least one edition printed every decade until 1638, and subsequent editions appearing in 1687, 
1700, and 1701.17 Knolles devoted a section of Generall Historie to the Crusades, which as 
such was the first historical account of the Holy Wars in English to circulate on any 
significant scale. It would not be until Thomas Fuller's 1639 The Historie of the Holy Warre 
                                                 
15 Heywood, “Sir Paul Rycaut, A Seventeenth-Century Observer of the Ottoman State: Notes for a Study” in 
Ezel Kural Shaw and C.J. Heywood (eds.), English and Continental Views of the Ottoman Empire, 1500-1700: 
Papers Read at a Clark Library Seminar, 24 January, 1970 (University of California Press, 1972), p.  34. See 
also V.J. Parry, “Renaissance Historical Literature with Relation to the Near and Middle East (with special 
reference to Paolo Giovio)” in Bernard Lewis and Peter M. Holt (eds.), Historians of the Middle East (Oxford 
University Press, 1962): 277-278. Linda McJannet has written an interesting and informative article about the 
European audience for texts by Ottoman authors during the sixteenth century: “'History written by the enemy”: 
Eastern Sources about the Ottomans on the Continent and in England,” English Literary Renaissance 36.3 
(Autumn, 2006): 396-429. 
 
16 Heywood (1972) estimates that some 1,000 texts were published from the turn of the century until 1550, with 
around 2,500 printed from 1551 to 1600. 
 
17 See “Knolles, Richard” in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (hereafter ODNB). 
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that a comprehensive history of the Crusades would be published in that language.  
 Knolles did not in his life or work betray any degree of religious fervor, instead 
devoting his energies to a historical objectivity rare for his time and place. However, in 
discussing the “causes of the Turks greatnesse,” he claims that they possess “rare vnitie and 
agreement amongst them, as well in the manner of their religion (if it is to be so called) as in 
matters concerning their state” (sig. A5r, first edition). This could certainly be construed as a 
subtle exhortation for Christendom to strive to a similar degree of cooperation, as a divided 
Europe remains susceptible to Turkish might. But Fuller, on the other hand, aspires to neither 
objectivity nor subtlety. He is openly critical of both the crusading project and the Church of 
Rome that initiated and oversaw it.18 His general evaluation of the Crusades was that it was 
“for continuance the longest, for money spent the costliest, for bloudshed the cruellest, for 
pretenses the most pious, for the true intent the most politick the world ever saw” (IV.33, p. 
228). Much of this “politick,” as Fuller saw it, was promoted by a corrupt Urban II from the 
very conception of the crusading idea, when at the Council of Claremont (1095) the Pope 
called for would-be crusaders to take up arms against the Muslim inhabitants of the Holy 
Land. Fuller quips that: 
If young Physicians with the first fee for their practise are to purchase a new church-
yard, Pope Urbane the second might well have bought some ground for graves when 
he first perswaded this bloudie project, whereby he made all Jerusalem, Golgatha, a 
place for sculls; and all the Holy Land, Aceldama, a field of bloud. (V.22, p. 263) 
 
Fuller includes material from Knolles's Generall Historie, as well as from the published 
accounts of English travelers to the Holy Land, such as George Sandys. But, as a pioneer in 
the field with few contemporary sources to pull from, Fuller relies predominately on 
                                                 
18 For a general assessment of the content and goals of The Historie of the Holy Warrs, see “Fuller, Thomas” in 
David Thomas and John A. Chesworth (eds.), Christian-Muslim Relations: A Bibliographical History, vol. 8: 
Northern and Eastern Europe (1600-1700) (Lieden: Brill, 2016). See also the entry on Fuller in ODNB. 
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medieval chronicles, including those by Fulcher of Chartres, William of Tyre, and Matthew 
Paris. Fuller identifies three major motives for the crusading project, as outlined by those 
chronicles that offer accounts of Urban's speech at Clermont: the liberation of Eastern 
Christians, the restoration of sites holy to Christianity, and the remission of sins. Fuller notes 
that variations among the chroniclers exist, but asserts that they all agree on these general 
motives: 
 Authours differ in the mould, but they agree in the metall, that it was to this effect: 
First [Urban] bemoned the miseries of the Christians in Asia, and the vastation of 
those holy places. Jerusalem, which was once the joy of the whole earth, was now 
become the grief of all good men: the Chapell of Christs conception, at Nazareth; 
birth, at Bethlehem; buriall, on mount Calvarie; ascension, on mount Olivet, once the 
fountains of piety, were now become the sinks of all profanesse... Now to set an edge 
on their courage, he promised to all that went [on] this voyage, a full remission of 
their sins and penance here, and the enjoying [of] heaven hereafter. (I.8, p. 12) 
 
In 1590, when the first three books of the Faerie Queene were published, neither Knolles's 
nor Fuller's crusade histories were yet available. As I will argue, Spenser's understanding of 
the motives and traditional significance of the Crusades therefore must have been derived, 
either directly or through a common cultural milieu, from the chronicle sources upon which 
Fuller depended some forty years later. As we shall see in Chapter Three, in his refashioning 
of both the crusade-romance genre and the general conception of crusading history, Spenser 
engages with precisely the same three motives outlined by Fuller above. 
 Spenser engages with the crusading past to offer polemic and commentary on the 
situation in his contemporary England. Similarly, The Historie of the Holy Warre has 
traditionally been received as topical in that Fuller often draws parallel between the religious 
fanaticism that lead to the disastrous crusades, and what he viewed as the anti-royalist and 
puritanical extremism that plagued the country on the eve of the first English Civil War.19 
                                                 
19 Thomas and Chesworth (2016). 
17 
 
Though Fuller expresses little respect for (and less understanding of) Islam and Muslims– 
reducing that religion to a sensual, heretical amalgamation of Christianity, Judaism, and 
paganism– he both denigrates Papal motivations for waging war in the Holy Land and 
acknowledges the legitimacy of the “Saracens'” territorial claim to that region. Such 
arguments clearly demonstrate the influence of Francis Bacon's An advertisement touching a 
holy war (published posthumously in 1629), or at least those sections of that unfinished work 
that question the lawfulness of persecuting foreign “infidels” through military action.20 
 Fuller's topicality diverges from that of Spenser most obviously in that the former 
viewed the entire concept of Holy War with open skepticism. Spenser certainly shared 
Fuller's skepticism of the Crusades specifically, especially as a Roman Catholic institution. 
But it cannot as easily be said that Spenser’s skepticism extends to religious warfare in 
general. Surely his adaptation and reinterpretation of crusading history implies criticism, but 
it also assumes there is some value at the foundation upon which to build. Indeed the 
divergences between Fuller's and Spenser's Protestant reception of the Crusades are shown to 
be significantly greater regarding their attitudes towards the millenarian ideal of New 
Jerusalem. Spenser, through Redcrosse Knight's vision of New Hierusalem upon Mount 
Contemplation in Faerie Queene I.x, draws analogy between the heavenly city and 
Elizabethan England. Through this episode he signals the expectation that his own monarch 
and nation will play a central role in the apocalyptic struggle with Antichrist and the 
subsequent establishment of true religion throughout the world. But as Florence Sandler has 
demonstrated, Fuller's 1650 geographical history of the Levant, A Pisgah-Sight of Palestine, 
levels criticism at the ambition of mid-century sectarians to turn England into the New 
Jerusalem (though Fuller's contention was that the sectarians sought to realize this ambition 




at the expense of the monarchy and national Church, a cost of which Spenser would certainly 
have disapproved).21 Thus while the Reformation inspired a shift between the meaning and 
value of the Holy Land from More's time to Spenser's, such ideas and perceptions continued 
to evolve according to shifting religious, social, and political environments throughout 
seventeenth century. In this way perhaps the Holy Land is, more than anything else, that 
which our circumstances require it to be.
                                                 
21 Sandler, “Thomas Fuller's 'A Pisgah-Sight of Palestine' as a Comment on the Politics of Its Time,” Huntington 






CHAPTER 1: MORE’S UTOPIAN LANGUAGE AND THE HEBREW PRIMA 
LINGUA  
 
 Much of the satire of More's Utopia lies in the idea of paradox.1 εὐτόπια, the 
etymological “good place,” is devoid of hunger, penury, and the cruelties resultant of 
ambition. But is also devoid of individualism, privacy, and the innovations resultant of 
ambition. Such conditions may well have been appealing to average sixteenth-century 
Englishmen and women who, enjoying relatively little “freedom” to begin with, would not 
think conformity in dress and disposition very dear a price to pay for an abundance of food 
and a relatively modest workday. But the uneducated and illiterate English peasantry is 
presumably not the audience More had in mind when he wrote his little treatise of political 
science, modeled after the works of Plato and Lucian. For More and his circle of intellectual 
elites, the draconian mediocrity of daily Utopian life would presumably hold little practical 
appeal. Thus the paradox of the treatise lies in the idea that More has created an ideal society 
in which neither he nor any of his acquaintances would ever wish to live. This conflict is 
reflected in “utopia's” other etymological register of οὐτόπια, or “no place”: a place that in 
reality can never exist. A place, as they say, too good to be true. 
 The 1516 Louvain and 1518 Basel editions of Utopia are prefaced with facing 
woodcuts, each of which occupy an entire quarto leaf. Both woodcuts emphasize More's 
                                                 
1 There are surprisingly few studies of Utopia devoted to More's theme of paradox. But one example is Donald 
Gilman, “The Reality of Paradox: Fantasy, Rhetoric, and Thomas More's Utopia,” in Astrid Steiner-Weber (ed.), 
Acta Conventus Neo-Latini Upsaliensis: Proceedings of the Fourteenth International Congress of Neo-Latin 




awareness of the paradox implicit in his project. The verso woodcut– attributed to Ambrosius 
Holbein, the elder brother of Hans Holbein the Younger– depicts vtopiae insvlae figvra. This 
map of the island nation that shows the fons and ostium of the paradoxically named Anhydrus 
(waterless) River, as well as the location of Utopia's capital city Amaurotum, which– despite 
being the seat of government and enjoying an “eminence” “acknowledged by the other 
cities” – is “invisible” (37).2 In a letter to Gilles (printed only in the 1517 Paris edition), 
More in a sense acknowledges that the strategic paradox of the work is reflected in the 
tactical paradox of these names.3 But to explicitly admit such a ploy to have been deliberate 
would be perhaps too trite for More's sensibilities. Feigning obliviousness and utilizing 
periodic Latin syntax, More nods to this theme while ensuring that his precise meaning 
remains difficult to pin down:4 
 Itaque si nihil aliud ac nomina saltem principis, fluminis urbis insulae posuissem 
talia, quae peritiores admonere possent, insulam nusquam esse, urbem evanidam, sine 
aqua fluvium, sine populo esse principem, quod neque factu difficle fuisset et multo 
fuisset lepidius quam ego feci, qui nisi me fides coegisset hystoriae non sum tam 
stupidus ut barbaris illis uti nominibus et nihil signiicantibus, Utopiae, Anydri, 
Amauroti, Ademi voluissem. 
 
 So, if I'd done nothing but give special names to the prince, the river, the city, and the 
island, which could warn the more learned that the island was nowhere, the city was a 
phantom, the river was waterless, and the prince had no people, that would not have 
been hard to do, and would have been a good deal more clever than what I actually 
did. Unless I had a historian's devotion to fact, I am not so stupid as to have used 
those barbarous and senseless names of Utopia, Anyder, Amourot, and Ademus. (126) 
 
Thus More broaches the subject of paradox with more of the same: his admission of intent is 
                                                 
2 All English quotations of Utopia are from Robert M. Adams (ed. and trans.) (New York: Norton, 1975). See 
James Romm, “More's Strategy of Naming in the Utopia,” Sixteenth-Century Journal 22.2 (Summer, 1991): 
173-183. 
 
3 See Edward Surtz Jr, “More's Apologia pro Utopia Sua,” Modern Language Quarterly 19.4 (Dec., 1958): 319-
324. 
 





 The recto woodcut contains the 22 letters of the Utopian alphabet. Beneath the 
inventory of alphabetic characters is a sample of the Utopian language in the form of a poem, 
together with a stilted Latin translation. The content of the poem is of minimal significance to 
the current study: it describes how the founder-king Utopus isolated his kingdom from the 
world literally (ex non insula fecit insulam) and figuratively (by imposing an unprecedented 
political system upon his fledgling nation). What information regarding the grammar of the 
Utopian language that can be gleaned from the small sample has proven it to be inconsistent 
and ill-defined. Thus it is apparent that More's motives for including this woodcut has 
primarily to do with the alphabetic characters themselves, not with the language they are 
used to write. Additionally, the 22 letters of the Utopian alphabet correspond exactly to the 
22 letters of the Latin alphabet (More adds the letter “y”), suggesting that their significance 
has not to do with their phonetic value, but instead with their geometrical shape. What is 
most striking about the geometrical quality of the Utopian alphabet is that all 22 letters are 
variations on just three basic shapes: circle, triangle, and square. These multiple variations on 
a small number shapes implies that “simplicity” was the guiding aesthetic principle of the 
alphabet's design. 
 Though the poem tells us little about Utopian grammar, Hythloday does provide some 
insight regarding the language during the course of his monologue in Book 2. He first 
mentions the Utopian tongue when describing the state of learning on the island: 
 Disciplinas ipsorum lingua perdiscunt. Est enim neque verborum inops, nec insuavis 
auditu, nec ulla fidelior animi interpres est. Eadem fere– nisi quod ubique corruptior, 
alibi aliter– magnam eius orbis plagam peruagatur. 
 
 They study [the major branches of learning] in their own tongue, which is neither 
lacking in vocabulary, nor unpleasant in sound, nor is any [other language] a more 
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faithful interpreter of the mind. Nearly the same language is spoken throughout this 
greater region of the world, albeit more corrupt depending on the area. (53) 
 
Hythloday's double negatives in phrases like “nec insuavis” could be construed to indicate 
euphemistic speech or a general lack of enthusiasm concerning the qualities of the Utopian 
language. But I think it more likely that this construction is meant to be taken as an example 
of litotes, serving to emphasize (and not diminish) these positive attributes of the language. 
Presuming this is the case, there are two important ideas to note in Hythloday's brief 
description of Utopian. First, we learn that there are other languages spoken in the region that 
closely resemble Utopian, but these languages seem not to have developed simultaneously 
alongside it. Instead, they are merely adulterated manifestations of the Utopian original. In 
this sense, Utopian is both “pure” as well as “primary.”5 Second, Hythloday asserts that no 
other language (nec ulla) parallels the expressive capacity of Utopian. This point should 
perhaps be taken as obvious, for if all aspects of Utopian society are superior to their 
contemporary European counterparts, then it stands to reason that the Utopian language is in 
someway a “better language” than any known to early-modern Europe, including the 
vernaculars as well as the Latin lingua franca. If the purpose of a language is to express 
ideas, then for any one language to be better than another it must possess the ability to 
express ideas more fully, efficiently, and/or pleasantly. In a phrase, a superior language is 
“semantically complex” (but not “complicated”). 
 Already these attributes of the Utopian tongue are reminiscent of ideas that in the 
early sixteenth century were held about Hebrew. In 1523, just seven years after the 
publication of Utopia, Robert Wakefield was appointed lecturer in Hebrew at Cambridge, the 
                                                 
5 NB that Utopian seems to have undergone some level of change over time, as Hythloday remarks that there 
are sometimes old and new words for a given entity. For example, a magistrate was “formerly called a 
syphogrant, but now called the phylarch.” Both the old and new names bear obviously Greek characteristics.  
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first to teach this language at either English university. In April of the following year he 
delivered his inaugural lecture before the faculty and students, which was printed shortly 
thereafter by Wynkyn de Worde (who would also publish an edition of More's Life of Pico in 
1525) under the title Oratio de laudibus et utilitate trium linguarum, Arabicae, Chaldaicae, 
et Hebraicae. The Oratio is the first book printed in England to include Hebrew type, and 
despite the tertiary position of Hebrew in the title, the vast majority of the oration (92 of 127 
total leaves of text) is devoted exclusively to the praise of that language.6 Indeed Wakefield's 
Oratio is the most comprehensive window into the state of Hebrew studies and ideas in 
sixteenth-century England prior to the Reformation. Reminiscent of Hythloday's praise of 
Utopian, among other things Wakefield praises Hebrew for its phonetic beauty, its semantic 
complexity, and its status as the mother tongue from which all other languages are 
supposedly derived. Indeed, Wakefield asserts, Hebrew was created by God and handed 
down to Adam in toto: “Huius item linguae naturalis maniach et autor fuit non homo 
quispiam sed ut verissima comprobat historia deus ipse optimus maximus qui eam condidit et 
creavit atque primum docuit hominem (The maniach [cause] and creator of this natural 
language was not some man but, as the most genuine histories confirm, the Greatest God 
himself who composed it and taught it to the first man) (91)7. 
 This demonstrates that Wakefield regarded Hebrew as the prima lingua, or first 
language. Later he makes clear that Hebrew is also the mater lingua, or the source from 
                                                 
6 These figures are based on the 1528 edition, also printed by de Worde. 
 
7 All Latin quotations of Oratio from G. Loyd Jones (ed.) On the Three Languages (Medieval and Renaissance 
Texts and Studies, 1989). I have also consulted with Jones’s English translations when composing my own. In 
addition to Jones's work, a good overview of the Oratio– in addition to biographical information about 
Wakefield– is provided by Frank Rosenthal, “Robert Wakefield and the Beginnings of Biblical Study in Tudor 
England,” Crozer Quarterly 29 (1952): 173-180. In Wakefield's text maniach appears as it does here 





which all subsequent languages are derived. Citing Jerome's letter to Pope Damasus I (r. 366-
384), Wakefield asserts that Hebrew was “the first means of verbal communication from 
which every language that is spoken derives” (Initium denique oris et communis eloquii, et 
hoc omne verbum quod loquimur, hebream linguam ex).8 Wakefield goes on to recite the 
then-common belief that Hebrew was the only language spoken on Earth until the 
construction of the Tower of Babel, at which time God divided the single prima lingua into 
72 diverse tongues. But these various languages were not created ex nihilo. Instead they are 
corrupted versions of Hebrew, variously adulterated but commonly deficient in comparison 
to the prima lingua whence they are derived. Only the family of Heber, Wakefield states, was 
allowed to retain Hebrew “in its purity” (integrum manens) (109). 
 We have seen that Wakefield believes Hebrew to be pure and primary, qualities that 
Hythloday also claims for the Utopian language. And just as Hythloday asserts that Utopian 
is semantically complex, Wakefield makes a similar claim for Hebrew. But with this claim 
comes an inherent paradox. He clearly states that while Hebrew is profound in sensum, it is 
exceedingly simple in verbum: 
 Hic accedit quod quantum in verbis simplex videtur et facilis, tantum in maiestate 
sensuum profunda est et multiplex. Quandoquidem in uno et edoem versiculo quattor, 
quinque, vel sex quandoque sensus deprehendes, qua in re certe alias linguas longe 
superat omnes, et eius verba minime phalerata sic de industria deus effinxit. (81) 
 
 Additionally, so much as [Hebrew] seems to be grammatically simple and easy, so in 
the majesty of its meaning it is profound and multitudinous. For in one and the same 
verse you will find four, five, sometimes six meanings, a quality that surely surpasses 
all other languages greatly. God intentionally made the grammar this way: with 
minimal ornament. 
 
Admittedly Hythloday does not say that Utopian grammar is “simple.” In fact, unlike 
Wakefield, when he speaks of “verbum” he seems to be referring not to grammar but to 
                                                 
8 For Jerome's letter to Damasus, see Ep. 18A:6 in Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum (henceforth 
CSEL) 54:82. Citation from Jones (1989), p. 108. 
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vocabulary. But we do know from our own observations regarding the recto woodcut that the 
alphabet is simple in geometrical design. The modern scholar knows that there is not 
necessarily any correlation between a language and the alphabet used to write it. But this was 
not always apparent to the sixteenth-century philologist. Many students of the Semitic 
languages throughout late-medieval and early-modern Christendom concerned themselves 
exclusively with alphabets, expressing few scruples in making wide assumptions about 
languages solely from the scripts in which they are traditionally written. Regardless of this 
fact, I think it can be taken as implicit that More, in creating an ideal language for his ideal 
society, did not design the alphabet arbitrarily. Instead, he must have done so under the 
assumption that his alphabet ought to tell us something about the language it represents, and 
indeed something about Utopia (both the work and the place) as a whole. This “something,” I 
will argue, is a component in More's pervasive theme of paradox. It is quite likely, as we 
shall see, that More was aware of contemporary ideas about the paradoxical relationship 
between Hebrew grammar and semantics, and recognized that these ideas would fit nicely in 
his own paradoxical work. In this way, More found in Hebrew an ideological model for his 
own imaginary language. 
More's Acquaintance with Christian Semitism 
 In the sixteenth century, the motives for the study of Hebrew may be categorized as 
three.9 The first of these motives is missionary, and by More's day had been a common 
concern of Christendom for centuries.10 The mission to convert the Jews to Christianity had 
                                                 
9 These motive are well accepted, but for a concise outline see Stephen G. Burnett, Christian Hebraism in the 
Reformation Era (1500-1660) (Leiden: Brill, 2012), p. 15ff. 
 
10 For a general overview of Christian missionary activity aim towards European Jewry prior to the sixteenth 
century, see A. Lukyn Williams, Adversus Judaeos: a bird's-eye view of Christian apologiae until the 
Renaissance (Cambridge University Press, 1935). 
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both practical and eschatological appeal. On the one hand, the fact that their holy texts were 
coterminous with the Christian Old Testament seemed promising; if they could only be 
shown how to read those scriptures “correctly” (that is to say typologically, as the Church 
endorsed), they would realize that the Torah confirmed the messianic status of Jesus. 
Furthermore, the conversion of the Jews was thought to be prerequisite to the Second Advent, 
and in this line of thinking all missionary activity aimed at this demographic could only serve 
to hasten the establishment of God's Kingdom on Earth. But Jerome's Latin Vulgate wouldn't 
cut it in the estimation of the Jews, for they could simply deny the validity of the translation 
thus precluding any meaningful discourse. For this reason, ignorance of the language of the 
Old Testament was tantamount to evangelical impotency. If Christians hoped to persuade 
European Jewry of the christological significance of the Hebrew Scriptures, they would have 
to first obtain a competency in the Hebrew language. The urgency of this missionary need 
was recognized by the Council of Vienne (1311-1312), which issued a decree that provision 
be made for the instruction of Hebrew, Syriac, Arabic, and Greek at the four major European 
universities: Oxford, Paris, Salamanca, and Bologna.11 Along with Ramon Llull, the endeavor 
was spearheaded by Roger Bacon, one of only a handful of Englishmen to have enjoyed any 
significant facility in the Hebrew language before the sixteenth century.12 Archbishop of 
Canterbury Walter Reynolds tried to make good on the decree at Oxford, attempting to raise 
                                                 
11 Weiss, R. “England and the decree of the Council of Vienne on the teaching of Greek, Arabic, Hebrew, and 
Syriac,” Bibliotheque d' Humanisme et Renaissance 14.1 (1952): 1-9. 
 
12 For Bacon's motives, Hebrew proficiency, and opportunities for Hebrew education, see S.A. Hirsch, “Early 
English Hebraists: Roger Bacon and his Predecessors,” The Jewish Quarterly Review 12.1 (Oct., 1899): 34-88. 
On resources (or lack thereof) for the Christian study of Hebrew before the 1290 Edict of Expulsion, see Judith 
Olszowy-Schlanger, “The Knowledge and Practice of Hebrew Grammar among Christian Scholars in pre-
Expulsion England: The Evidence of 'bilingual' Hebrew-Latin manuscripts,” in Nicholas de Lange (ed.), 




funds for the instructors' salaries. He was ultimately unsuccessful.13 On the continent, 
Hebrew instruction would remain unavailable at any university until the establishment of the 
Collegium Trilingue at Louvain in 1517. England would have to wait for Wakefield’s arrival 
at Cambridge in 1523. In More's day these same missionary motives would inspire Christians 
to read post-scriptural Hebrew literature (both rabbinical and kabbalistic) for the first time, a 
line of inquiry received variously by the Catholic and Reformed Churches. 
 The second motive of Hebrew learning in the sixteenth century was the same that 
piqued a renewed interest in Greek: the rise of biblical humanism. Of course the Reformation 
created motivations to produce vernacular translations not reliant on Jerome's Vulgate, which 
reformers argued had been willfully manipulated and corrupted by the Roman Church for 
centuries. The only hope of rooting out this corruption was to return ad fontes. But even in 
the first years of the 1500s a desire was felt to improve upon the Vulgate, the pervasive errors 
and inaccuracies of which were instead attributed to scribal error or ignorance. The Latin 
translation approved by the Church and used for 1200 years need not be thrown out, but it 
couldn't hurt to check certain renderings of Old Testament passages against the original 
Hebrew text. Even if a new Latin version were not produced, an ability to consult the Hebrew 
text offered obvious exegetical advantages. 
 The last motive of course involves the exigencies of the Reformation itself, when a 
millennium of relatively stable Church tradition nearly at once fell under suspicion. This 
polemical environment engendered a register of thought in which the pristine correlated 
directly to the ancient; the further back one traveled on the theological timeline, the truer the 
revelations he would find. Thus there was a new impetus to access and scrutinize the oldest 
texts possible that might be found to hold any bearing on Christian theology, doctrine, or 
                                                 
13 Weiss (1952).  
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liturgy. But even before Luther broke from the Church, internal reformers like More and 
Erasmus could detect the foul whiff of corruption in the form of slovenly friars and 
simoniacal prelates. This, coupled with interest in biblical scholarship, would have provided 
More and his circle sufficient impetus to stay abreast of the burgeoning discipline of Hebraic 
studies. 
 In an attempt to cultivate a sense of verisimilitude for Utopia, various editions 
included epistles supposedly sent among More's humanistic circle. A number of the men who 
wrote or were the addressees of these letters possessed demonstrable facility or interest in 
Hebrew. Jerome Busleyden left upon his death an endowment to establish the Collegium 
Trilingue, where Wakefield for a time studied and taught. Ulrich von Hutten studied Hebrew 
in some capacity under Johannes Reuchlin, whose reputation as an early Christian Hebriast 
will be discussed below, and Cuthbert Tunstall is rumored to have studied Hebrew during his 
time in Padua. The epistle from Gilles to Busleyden suggests that the former man had some 
hand in, if he did not alone design, the Utopian alphabet: “I've prefixed to it an alphabet of 
the Utopian tongue.”14 Gilles's proficiency in Hebrew is unknown, but there is evidence to 
suggest he possessed at least a cursory familiarity with Semitic languages. In a 1517 letter, 
Erasmus requests to borrow Gilles' copy of Agostino Guistiniani's 1516 polyglot psalter, 
which contains the original Hebrew in addition to Latin, Greek, Syriac, and Arabic 
translations.15 Gilles' investment in this brand-new and costly edition suggests not only an 
interest in Semitic languages, but presumably enough linguistic ability to make some use of 
the book. It is also helpful to note his acquaintance with the Hebraist Rodolphus Agricola and 
                                                 
14 Adams, p. 113. 
 
15 Nichols, Francis Morgan (ed. and trans.), The Epistles of Erasmus (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 




with Cornelius Grapheus, whose brother Johannes owned a print shop that produced Hebrew 
books.16 In 1520, Gilles assisted Cornelius in fashioning upon triumphal arches allegorical 
scenes that featured Latin, Greek, and Hebrew inscriptions celebrating Charles V's Joyous 
Entry into Bruges, suggesting that one or both of these men commanded some proficiency in 
Hebrew. 
 Apart from his close association with these figures, More's well-documented 
admiration of Pico della Mirandola is perhaps our best evidence suggesting that, prior to 
writing Utopia, he was aware of the burgeoning Hebraic tradition among a number of his 
fellow humanists. We know that More was afflicted by guilt and ambivalence regarding his 
decision to forgo taking vows in the Carthusian monastery at London. Perhaps as consolation 
a young More found in Pico a model of secular piety towards which he himself could 
strive.17 In 1504 More translated into English Ioannis pici mirandulae vita, a short 
biographical sketch of Pico's life composed by the famous humanist's nephew, Giovanni 
Francesco. More undertook the translation as a New Year's gift for Joyce Leigh, a sister in the 
house of minoresses near Aldgate who, along with her brother Edward the Archbishop of 
York, had been a friend of More's since childhood. As the translation was a private gift for 
Joyce's spiritual edification, it did not find its way into print until 1510, when the task was 
undertaken by John Rastell under the title The lyfe of Johan Picus, erle of Myra[n]dula.18 
 It should be noted that Pico's study of Jewish mysticism was probably not central to 
                                                 
16 See “Johannes Grapheus” in Peter G. Bietenholz and Thomas Brian Deutscher (eds.), Contemporaries of 
Erasmus: A Biographical Register of the Renaissance and Reformation (University of Toronto Press, 1983), 
vol. 2, pp. 123-124. 
 
17 See Richard Marius, Thomas More (London: Weidenfeld, 1974), p. 38. 
 
18 The printer and playwright John Rastell (c. 1475-1536) is not to be confused with the English Jesuit of the 




More's attraction to this figure. More's translation of Lyfe retains laudatory sentiments 
regarding Pico's mastery of languages including “Hebrew, Chaldee and Arabic,” as well as 
those regarding his philosophical knowledge, which includes “the secret mysteries of the 
Hebrews”: certainly a reference to Kabbalah. However, as Stanford E. Lehmberg points out, 
More's Lyfe omits the only explicit reference to Pico's interest in this subject included in the 
Latin original.19 The omitted passage reads: 
 Multa de Cabala: hoc est secreta hebraeorum dogmatum receptione cuius et Origenes 
et Hilarius ex nostris potissimus comminiscunt: quaestionibus illis intexuit: multa 
etiam de naturali magia / quam non paruo interstitio ab impia et scelesta separari 
edocuit: Idque multorum testimonio elegantissime comprobauit: Nec duo et 
spetuaginta noua dogmata physica et metaphysica propria inuenta etmeditata ad 
quascunque philosophiae quaestiones elucidandas accommodata defuerunt: his 
nouam per numeros philosophandi institutionem annexuit.20 
 
 Many things regarding Cabala: this is the dogma of the Jews, secretly received, which 
both Origen and Hilarius (the most capable among us) devised; [Pico] weaved it with 
these inquiries: also many things regarding natural magic / which he taught to be 
separated by not a small distinction from the impious and wicked: he proved it most 
elegantly by the testimonies of many: nor did these fail to accommodate the 72 new 
physical and metaphysical dogmas individually discovered and considered to all 
enlightened inquiries of philosophy: to these he joined the new discipline of 
philosophizing through numbers. 
 
But Lehmberg takes for granted that Christians, in the first decade of the sixteenth century, 
viewed Kabbalah with universal contempt, suggesting that such a topic would be especially 
inappropriate for Joyce Leigh, his cloistered audience of one.21 On the contrary, however, at 
the time More translated the sketch in 1504, the status of Kabbalistic works as appropriate for 
Christian consumption had not yet been called into question in any ubiquitous fashion. It was 
not until August of 1509 that Johannes Pfefferkorn, a German butcher and convert from 
                                                 
19 Lehmberg, “Sir Thomas More's Life of Pico della Mirandola,” Studies in the Renaissance 3 (1956): 61-74. 
 
20 Opera Omnia, Aiiv 
 
21 Lehmberg (1956), p. 68. 
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Judaism, was able to convince Maximilian I to lend executive authority to his campaign to 
destroy all Hebrew Books (besides the Tanakh) in the Holy Roman Empire. Pfefferkorn 
asserted that the overwhelming majority of post-biblical Hebrew literature contained explicit 
and blasphemous attacks on Christianity and on the person of Christ, especially by denying 
his divine nature and messianic status. Maximilian was no friend to the Jewish communities 
within in realms: in 1496 he had given in to regional pressures to expel the Jewish 
populations from Styria, Carniola, and Carinthia. Nevertheless, in November of 1509 he 
granted a Jewish appeal that an investigation be undertaken to examine the veracity of 
Pfefferkorn's accusations against his former co-religionists and their literature. 
 Furthermore, Pfefferkorn's efforts where not brought to the attention of the 
international intellectual community until the following year, when commenced a pamphlet 
battle between himself and the pioneering Christian Hebraist Johannes Reuchlin, who had 
studied Kabbalah under Pico's guidance. Maximilian appointed Uriel von Gemmingen, 
Archbishop of Mainz, to seek opinions from the German universities, from the Inquisitor 
Generalis Jacob van Hoogstraaten, and from Victor von Carben, a former rabbi turned 
Roman Catholic priest. Reuchlin had demonstrated some expertise in the field of post-
biblical Jewish literature with the 1494 publication of De Verbo Mirifico (a work asserting 
Christian application of Kabbalah), and demonstrated proficiency in the Hebrew language 
though his 1517 grammar De Rudimentis Hebraicis. Such a record resulted in Reuchlin's 
being the only layman consulted by von Gemmingen. Reuchlin voted in favor of the Jews, 
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only conceding that explicitly anti-Christian works should be confiscated.22 These included 
the the Sefer Nizzahon Yashan (“the old book of victory”), a late-thirteenth-century work that 
refutes christological interpretations of the Hebrew Bible and criticizes the Gospels, as well 
as the Toledot Yeshu (“the history of Jesus”), which offers a biography of Jesus alternative to 
the christological teachings of the Church.23 Maximilian was swayed by Reuchlin's 
assessment and reversed his August 1509 edict in May of the following year. An enraged 
Pfefferkorn composed Handspiegel, a pamphlet savagely attacking Reuchlin, who in turn 
answered with the Augenspiegel. After Pfefferkorn published a rebuttal, Brandspiegel, 
Maximilian ordered both parties to cease their polemic in June of 1513. In spite of this 
Pfefferkorn composed a further assault, titled Sturmglock, in 1514.24 
 In 1513 Reuchlin was summoned before the Dominican court at Mainz to answer for 
charges of heresy found in his Augenspiegl. Von Gemmingen intervened, and for the moment 
the hearing was postponed. Leo X then decreed that the matter should be heard by George of 
the Palatinate, Bishop of Speyer. The Bishop decided in Reuchlin's favor the following year. 
Nonetheless, the Dominicans appealed the decision to Leo, and in 1516 the case was brought 
before the Lateran Council, which also decided in favor of the accused. Finally, in 1520, Leo 
himself decided against Reuchlin and his Augenspiegel, though Leo's eventual condemnation 
                                                 
22 For Reuchlin's attitudes towards Jews and Judaism, see Price (2009), who argues that Reuchlin's attitudes 
evolve overtime. Price draws attention to anti-semitic sentiments in Reuchlin's early works, especially De Verbo 
Mirifico, which he sees as an attempt to “Christianize” Kabbalah and the Hebrew language. Conversely, Price 
asserts that later publications, such as De accentibus and De arte Cabalistica, demonstrate that an older 
Reuchlin found real value in rabbinical exegesis, Jewish worship, and the work of several individual Jewish 
scholars. 
23 On the Sefer Nizzahon and its poor reputation among Christians, see William Horbury, Jews and Christians in 
Contact and Controversy (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998), p. 244ff. See also Ora Limor and Israel Jacob Yuval, 
“Skepticism and Conversion: Jews, Christians, and Doubters in Sefer ha-Nizzahon” in Allison P. Coudert and 
Jeffrey S. Shoulson (eds.), Hebraica Veritas?: Christian Hebraists and the Study of Judaism in Early Modern 
Europe (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004): 159-180. 
 
24 For a brief summaries of the pamphlet battle between Reuchlin and Pfefferkorn, see Parker, “Erasmus in the 
'Letters of Obscure Men,'” Renaissance and Reformation / Renaissance et Reforme 11.2 (1975), p. 99; and Zika 
(1977), pp. 223-226. 
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was largely forced by Maxmilian's successor, Charles V, who had taken a hard line against 
any individuals he deemed accessory to the spread of Lutheranism in Germany. Pfefferkorn, 
however, saw the condemnation as a personal victory, a sentiment he expresses at great 
length in Ein mitleidliche Klag (1521). 
 But the international humanist community, of which More was a fledgling member, 
made their support for Reuchlin known by criticizing Pfefferkorn and his Dominican 
advocates in the Epistolae obscurorum virorum. The title of this work parodies the Epistolae 
clarorum virorum, a 1514 collection of letters sent to Reuchlin from leading German 
humanists, including Ulrich von Hutten and Crotus Rubianus, in which they state their 
support for Reuchlin in his conflict with Pfefferkorn. Composed between 1515-1519 by 
many of the same men whose correspondences can be found in Epistolae clarorum, 
Epistolae obscurorum is a satirical collection of letters in which the authors take on the role 
of various monastics and lay scholastics to scathingly critical effect. The title of the work 
should not be taken to suggest that the subjects of its criticism are little-known or otherwise 
unimportant, but instead that they are obscurantists who, as a rhetorical strategy, rely on 
deliberate abstruseness. Although More was not himself a contributor to the collection, he 
expressed his approval in a 1516 letter to Erasmus, writing that “it is rewarding to see how 
everyone loves The Letters of Obscure Men.”25 Ulrich von Hutten, to whom oversight of the 
second volume is attributed, appears to have had in turn an admiration of More, as he wrote 
in 1519 his own letter to Erasmus in which he inquired into More's person and disposition. 
Erasmus, of course, replied in a laudatory vein. 
 Erasmus' attitude towards the Epistolae, however, was decidedly less enthusiastic 
                                                 
25 Quoted in David Price, Johannes Reuchlin and the Campaign to Destroy Jewish Books (Oxford University 
Press, 2010), p. 196. 
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than More's. Erasmus is featured in the work, being mentioned by name no less than 11 
times– an honor that he found dubious, to say the least.26 Surely the author of Praise of Folly 
can be dismissed as neither prudish nor priggish, but one can understand the disdain he felt 
towards the unceasing and unabashedly scalding vituperation that characterizes the Epistolae. 
In a 1517 letter to John Caesarius, Erasmus laments his involuntary association with the 
work: 
 I highly disapprove of the Epistles of Obscure Men. Their pleasantry might amuse at 
first glance, if such a precedent had not been too aggressive. I have no objection to 
the ludicrous, provided it be without insult to anyone. But it was more annoying, 
when in the second edition my name was mixed up in it.27 
 
 Yet perhaps Erasmus found objectionable more than just the work's caustic tone and 
relentless brand of satire. Indeed his attitude towards the Christian Hebraic tradition that the 
Epistolae sought to defend is somewhat difficult to pin down. Among the most vocal 
advocates of the recovery of Biblical Greek, we also know that he made a cursory attempt to 
acquire some proficiency in Biblical Hebrew. Writing to John Colet in 1504, Erasmus reveals 
his erstwhile ambition to master both scriptural languages, only to find the study of Hebrew 
too difficult a task for a man of his years: 
  ...for nearly the past three years I have been wholly absorbed by Greek; and I do not 
think my efforts have been altogether wasted. I began to take up Hebrew as well, but 
stopped because I was put off by the strangeness of the language, and at the same 
time the shortness of life and the limitations of human nature will not allow a man to 
master too many things at once.28 
 
But Erasmus would have seen considerable distinction between the study of Hebrew for the 
                                                 
26 Eramsus' annoyance regarding his appearance in the Epistles is discussed by Werner Gundersheimer, 
“Erasmus, Humanism, and the Christian Cabala,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 26 (Jan. 
1963), p. 46. 
 
27 Nichols, vol. 2, ep. 596, p. 610.  Quoted in Parker (1975), p. 98. 
 
28 Quoted by G. Lloyd Jones, The Discovery of Hebrew in Tudor England: A Third Language (Manchester 
University Press, 1983), p. 31. 
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purposes of reading the Old Testament in its original language and studying that language in 
order to investigate post-Biblical Hebrew literature. Erasmus never explicitly stated a belief 
that this body of literature could possess any value to Christians whatsoever, and at times 
even spoke out against its study. In 1518 he wrote a letter to Wolfgang Capito that attacks the 
entire Jewish mystical tradition as well as the derash, positing that such exegesis is even 
more arcane and useless than that of the schoolmen he so vehemently detested. He proclaims 
that “Talmud, Cabala, tetragrammaton, Gates of Light: these are but empty names. I would 
rather see Christ infected by Scotus than by such rubbish.”29 
 While the Epistolae are a defense of Christian Hebraism against the attacks of 
Pfefferkorn and the Dominicans, they are more specifically a defense Reuchlin himself. 
Erasmus' opinion of this man is even more elusive than his attitude towards Christian 
Hebraism as a whole. For one, his skepticism regarding Reuchlin's scholarship was 
significant enough to earn the Hebraist ridicule in Praise of Folly. Again drawing on the 
perceived parallel between Kabbalah and scholastic hermeneutic, Folly reports that: 
 I've also heard of another man fully eighty years old who was so much a theologian 
that you'd have though him Scotus incarnate. To clarify the mystery of the name JESU 
he demonstrated with marvelous subtlety that whatever can be expressed on this 
subject lies hidden in the letters themselves. For the fact that the word can be declined 
in three and only three different cases is a manifest symbol of the Holy Trinity. Then 
because the first form Jesus ends in s, the second Jesum in m, and the third Jesu in u, 
this deep observation must be understood to enclose an “ineffable” mystery, for the 
three letters indicate Christ is the sum, the middle, and the ultimate. Then within this 
mystery, he found one even more abstruse, involving the mathematics. Dividing the 
word Jesus in two equal parts leaves the letter s in the middle. Now that letter in 
Hebrew is pronounced Shin, which is not far from the word that the Scots use for 
peccatum, that is, sin; and this is a plain demonstration that Jesus takes away the sins 
of the world.”30 
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by Zika, “Reuchlin and Eramus: Humanism and Occult Philosophy,” Journal of Religious History 9.3 (June, 
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Here Folly pokes fun at general components of Kabbalah, such as supposed emphases on 
numerology, the Names of God, dubious etymologies, and the mystical significance of the 
Hebrew alphabet. But we should not assume that Folly is uniformed or operating merely on 
common assumptions. Indeed the passage does betray a level of familiarity with the actual 
practices of Kabbalah, including the three traditional exegetical methods: temurah 
(rearranging letters to produce anagrams and/or new words), gematria (the computation of 
the numerical value of words and subsequent substitution of words with identical value), and 
notriqon (the substitution of a word for another with identical beginning and/or final letters). 
 We should not assume that the ribbing Erasmus gives Reuchlin in Praise of Folly was 
malicious in nature. Published in 1509, Praise of Folly was composed under circumstances 
quite different than those that Erasmus would encounter half a decade later. In fact, as late as 
1515– in the midsts of Reuchlin's legal troubles with the Dominicans and Leo X– he wrote in 
support of Reuchlin to Cardinal Raphael Riario. Though, as we have seen, Erasmus 
expressed wariness towards Christian Hebraism, up until this time he was at least able to 
maintain an objectivity significant enough to praise Reuchlin's erudition to no less than a 
Cardinal: 
 I beg and beseech you earnestly, in the name of those humane studies of which your 
eminence has been an outstanding patron, that that excellent man Doctor Johann 
Reuchlin should find you fair-minded and friendly in his business.... He has all 
Germany in his debt, where he was the first to awaken the study of Greek and 
Hebrew.31 
 
Nonetheless, as we have seen in Erasmus' 1517 letter to Caesarius and his 1518 letter to 
Capito, by these dates he seems to have adopted a less-tolerant attitude towards both 
Christian Hebraism and its primary practitioners and apologists. But this shift in Erasmus' 
                                                                                                                                                       
 
31 Quoted in Jones (1983), pp. 32-33. 
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sentiment does not necessarily suggest animosity towards Christian Hebraism for its own 
sake.32 Instead, his change in attitude can likely be chalked up to a number of extraneous 
events that occurred during the last half of the 1510s. First we must consider developments in 
Reuchlin's troubles with the ecclesiastical courts.33 As noted above, in 1516 his heresy case 
moved beyond the limited purview of the Dominican order when he was summoned before 
the fifth Lateran Council. Erasmus saw little consequence in provoking the Dominicans, 
whom he viewed as sanctimonious and narrow-minded. But he dare not speak or act contrary 
to the highest synod in Latin Christendom. That Reuchlin's appearance before the Council 
was condoned by Leo X, who would in 1520 find against Reuchlin, may also have 
influenced Erasmus' decision to distance himself from the situation. After all, Leo had 
legitimized Erasmus' birth by papal decree in 1517, and Erasmus may have feared affronting 
his patron by appearing contrary. In a word, by this time Erasmus may have deemed an 
association with Reuchlin and his circle to be too dangerous. Related to this, as Douglas H. 
Parker has suggested, the German Reformers who constituted Reuchlin's largest base of 
support were simply making too much progress, and thereby posed an acute threat to the 
unity of the Church. And this concern, in Erasmus' feeling, superseded all other goals or 
grievances.34 
                                                 
32 For the conflicts between Erasmus' dual roles as “intellectual” and cleric, as they shaped his attitudes towards 
the Reuchlin affair, see Daniel Ménager, “Érasme, les intellectuels, et l'affaire Reuchlin,” Renaissance and 
Reformation / Renaissance ét Reforme, New Series 24.4 (2000): 49-63. This article is published in English 
(trans. Anna Machado-Matheson) in Erika Rummel (ed.) A Companion to Biblical Humanism and 
Scholasticism in the Age of Erasmus (Brill, 2008), pp. 39-54. 
 
33 Zika (1977) discusses at length how tribulations in Erasmus's personal life may have influenced his attitudes 
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sentiments, form more to less tolerant, following Reuchlin's difficulties with the Dominicans (though Zika 
agrees with Gundersheimer (1963) and Parker (1975) that Erasmus' antisemitism precluded him from ever 
offering his full support to any inquiry into post-biblical Hebrew literature). 
 




 As Parker further argues, Erasmus did not only disagree with the reformation agenda 
of figures like Luther, but likely also feared his name being associated with theirs in the eyes 
of the Inquisition. Erasmus had already expressed anxiety about having been unwillingly 
characterized in Episolae Obscurorum Virorum. A mark on his record such as this certainly 
would not have helped dispel mounting speculation that he was the author of the anonymous 
Iulius exclusus e coelis.35 Appearing in 1514 from an unknown press, the pamphlet features a 
dialogue between Saint Peter and the recently deceased Julius II, who had died in February of 
1513 after a papacy of less than 10 years. In the dialogue, Julius seeks admission to heaven, 
whereupon Peter asks the Pontiff to recite his merits. In response, Julius lists martial conquest 
and material acquisition as his primary contributions to the Church. Peter charges him with 
the crimes of simony, murder, and pederasty, none of which Julius denies or considers to be 
conduct unbefitting the Vicar of Christ. When Peter ultimately denies him entry, Julius 
threatens to lay siege to heaven with an army 60,000 strong. In the same 1517 letter to 
Caesarius cited above, Erasmus follows his condemnation of the Epistolae by denying 
authorship of the Iulius and lamenting that the pamphlet has been widely attributed to his 
pen: 
 But of all such incidents none has given me so much annoyance as a report (if true)... 
that there is some sort of publication in the hands of many persons at Cologne, 
directed against Pope Julius and representing him as excluded by St. Peter from 
heaven... But I am still more surprised to find that there are persons who suspect that 
such signal folly has proceeded from me. I attribute this to the fact that the language 
used is perhaps no such bad Latin. I did playfully write the Moria, but without 
drawing blood, and without any mention of names; our satire was aimed at the 
manners of men, not against the character of any man.36 
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 Above all, whatever the reasons for Erasmus' shift from an supporter of Reuchlin and 
his cause (if only a casual one) to an opponent, at the end of the day the agenda of Christian 
Hebraism does not mesh with his belief in the sufficiency of the scriptures. Erasmus had 
always emphasized the value of personal engagement with scriptures, especially the Gospels, 
so that Christians may emulate Christ's example. This emphasis does not leave an abundance 
of room for post-biblical Hebrew literature, nor perhaps even for the Hebrew Scriptures. 
What is more, the post-Reuchlin-affair Erasmus did not merely dismiss Christian Hebraism 
as useless, but denounced it as actively harmful to Christians. Writing again to Capito in early 
1517, Erasmus conjectures that reading Jewish literature can do nothing to make a Christian 
more Christian; it can, however, make a Christian more Jewish: 
[I am afraid] that the restoration of Hebrew learning may give occasion to a revival of 
Judaism. This would be a plague as much opposed to the doctrine of Christ as 
anything that could happen... I see how Paul exerted himself to defend Christ against 
Judaism, and I am aware that some persons are secretly sliding in that direction. I hear 
also that some are intent upon other schemes, which do nothing for the knowledge of 
Christ, but only cloud men's eyes with smoke.37 
 
 More did not face the same difficulties that plagued his friend in the last years the 
1510s, and therefore there is no reason to suspect that More would have experienced a 
similar shift in attitude regarding Christian Hebraism. Of course biblical exegesis had always 
been a primary motivation of the Christian study of Hebrew, and it could be argued that 
biblical translation is corollary to this. By 1528 More would, in A Dialogue Concerning 
Heresies, speak out against Tyndale's vernacular translation of the New Testament, and we 
can assume that his sentiments would apply to translations of the Hebrew Scriptures as well 
as the Greek. But if we are to take More's word for it, he was not opposed to vernacular 
translation categorically. Instead, he argues, Tyndale's translation of words like like ἀγάπη 
                                                 
37 Nichols, vol. 2, ep. 522, p. 508. Quoted in Gundersheimer (1963), p. 42; and Zika (1977), pp. 229-230. 
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and ἐκκλησία are willfully inaccurate, and that through these practices Tyndale sought to 
promote false Protestant doctrines. In any case, the religious climate of 1504, when More 
composed Utopia, was not the same as that of 1528. Nor was the climate so contentious in 
1516 when More explicitly expressed his approval of Epistolae obscurorum in his letter to 
Erasmus. In a pre-Reformation world, More would have perhaps been less wary of projects, 
such as Christian Hebraism, that sought to question traditional understandings of Christian 
devotion. 
 But there are differences in the imaginations of Erasmus and More, the implications 
of which reach beyond historical circumstance. More never shared with Erasmus the latter's 
attitudes about the strict sufficiency of the scriptures. For More, revelation was a dynamic 
and on-going process. To confine one's understanding of divinity and devotion to the letter of 
the Gospels was in More's view restrictive and partial. If the study of Hebrew could reveal 
anything about the nature of God or true religion, be it from an increased ability to read the 
Old Testament or even post-biblical Hebrew literature, then for this reason alone it must be a 
pursuit of at least some modest worth. 
The Vtopiensium Alphabetvm and the Primum Characteres 
 Despite the ideological similarities observable between the Utopian language and 
common beliefs about Hebrew in More's time, the inconvenient fact remains that the Utopian 
characters do no resemble the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. This obstacle seems especially 
acute when we consider that the shape of the Utopian characters is the most salient feature of 
More's entire linguistic enterprise. The importance of shape has been noted in the only two 
studies ever written on the subject (this dearth of scholarship is highlighted by the fact that 
these two studies together amount to a mere seven pages). The Indiologist J. Duncan M. 
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Derrett is the first twentieth-century scholar to propose a “source” for the Utopian alphabet, 
unsurprisingly arguing for a South-Asian model in the Malayalam script: a Brahmic alphabet 
native to what is now the Indian state of Kerala.38 Derrett's theory is ultimately unconvincing, 
primarily because his suspicion that More would have seen a sample of this script rests on the 
exceedingly specious assumption that an anonymous traveler must have spent time in his 
region of the subcontinent, and then circulated about Europe a no-longer-extant manuscript 
describing his perambulations. There is no evidence that such a traveler or manuscript ever 
existed. Second, the geometric resemblance of between the Utopian and Malayalam 
alphabets is tenuous at best. 
 But Derrett does make a few convincing observations. First, he argues that More's 
limited familiarity with Malayalam could have been supplemented by Arabic. Derrett is wise 
to point out that the inclusion of alphabetical and linguistic samples had by More's time 
become a traditional component of travelogues. Indeed, as Derrett reminds us, the second 
book of Utopia purports to be a travelogue, itself. It therefore makes sense that More would 
have viewed the inclusion of the verso woodcut as a way to bolster a feeling of authenticity 
for his own fictional work. Derrett also notes the popularity of Bernhard von Breydenbach's 
Peregrinationes in Terram Sanctam, first printed in German in 1486 and in Latin in 1502. 
Peregrinationes contained samples of six alphabets (Arabic, Hebrew, Greek, Jacobite, 
Nestorian, and Marionite), recorded in woodcuts made by the Dutch artist Erhard Reuwich, 
who traveled in Breydenbach's retinue throughout the Holy Land. Derrett notes that in the 
table of Arabic characters in the 1502 Latin edition– the edition that More presumably would 
have read, if he read any at all– the final five characters of the first row “are modifications of 
                                                 




the same sign.”39 He shrewdly notes that the uninitiated European reader would not 
necessarily have been aware that Arabic is read from right to left, and thus these final 
characters of the first row would be the first characters examined. The letters in question are 
dhaal (ذ), daal (د), khaa (خ), Haa (ح), and jiim (ج). Of course these five letters are not really 
variations on a single shape, but on two shapes, with ذ and د sharing a common form and ح ,خ 
and  sharing another. But the serifed, angular style of Reuwich's woodcut does suggest a ج 
single geometric basis for all five characters. 
 It is unfortunate that Derrett could not rest content with a convincing argument for an 
Arabic model. But he presumably wished to locate a model that did not merely share with the 
Utopian alphabet attributes of design: namely, forming letters through multiple variations on 
a fixed number of shapes. He must also have desired a model that bears an observable 
geometric resemblance to the Utopian letters, even if Malayam fulfills this latter requirement 
only vaguely. Regardless of its limited persuasiveness, Derrett's thesis went uncontested until 
2009, when Stanley Burnstein proposed that the Utopian characters were not based on any 
real-world alphabet, but on the imaginary alphabet used by the residents of Iambulos' Isle of 
the Sun.40 Though Iambulos' original text is no long extant (nor was it in More's time), much 
of it is described by Diodorus Siculus in the second book of his Bibliotheca Historica. 
Burnstein notes that while Book II was not printed until 1539, manuscripts of Poggio 
Bracciolini's Latin translation of Books I-V (1479) are known to have circulated in England, 
as John Skelton used this source for his English translation Bibliotheca sometime in the late 
1480s. The main thrust of Burnstein's argument focuses on the fact that the characters of this 
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alphabet, like Utopian, consists of variations on a set number of characters. Diodorus writes 
that the islanders “use letters which, according to the value of the sounds they represent, are 
twenty-eight in number, but the characters are only seven, each one of which can be formed 
in four different ways.”41 This evidence is compelling, especially considering that Derrett 
finds seven basic shapes in the Utopian characters, contrary to the three proposed by myself. 
Burnstein presumably agrees with Derrett's figure. In fact, had Burnstein deigned to allow his 
study more space, he may have noted that the ability of Iambulos' islanders to hold two 
conversations at once (thanks in part to their double tongues) is reminiscent of the great 
expressive capacity that Hythloday claims for the Utopian language. Indeed it seems quite 
possible that More read and was influenced by Iambulos by way of Diodorus. But Burnstein's 
article fails to address Derrett's astute observations about Arabic and Breydenbach's 
travelogue, and in claiming Iambulos as an exclusive model the argument is simply too 
restrictive. If indeed Derrett is correct to suggest that More's motivation for including an 
alphabetical and linguistic sample is to feign authenticity, there are obvious advantages to the 
emulation of a real-world alphabet. Furthermore, the obscurity of this small section of 
Diodorus' Bibliotheca makes one wonder what effect More would expect such an allusion to 
have on his readers, the majority of whom had presumably never heard of the Isle of Sun. 
 Unfortunately Diodorus does not tell us what seven shapes Iambulos' alphabet 
utilized, and as such there is no way of knowing what the alphabet looks like or if it 
resembles that of Utopian. But this fact does not bother Burnstein, and rightly so. The major 
shortcoming of Derrett's argument is its insistence on geometrical resemblance. We should 
not make the same mistake in our argument that the Utopian language and alphabet is 
                                                 




modeled on those of Hebrew. The majority of More's contemporaries supposed that the 
alphabet used to write Hebrew in their own time was same alphabet that had always been 
used to write that language. But this assumption was not universal, and the status of the 
“Hebrew alphabet” familiar to Christendom as “original” had already come into question in 
humanist circles well before the composition of Utopia. 
 A 1486 letter of Pico's demonstrates contemporary uncertainty about the 
characteristics of the alphabet originally used to write Hebrew. This same year found Pico 
having been badly beaten and briefly imprisoned by a cousin of Lorenzo de Medici, with 
whose wife he attempted to elope. After securing his freedom through the intervention of 
Lorenzo himself, he spent several months convalescing at Fratta Todina. During this time he 
enlisted the tutelage of the Jewish convert Falvius Mithridates, under whom he commenced 
study of Aramaic.42 On 10 November he wrote a letter to an ignoto amico, which would in 
1496 be printed in the Opera Ominia Ioannis Pici at Bologna.43 It is possible that in the 
course of a decade the identity ignoto amico was somehow lost or forgotten. Pico's opening 
salutation suggests that he did not know the addressee personally. But it also suggests that 
Pico may not have even known his name (quisquis es nostra eris). It is clear that Pico's 
epistle is a reply to one previously received. It is also clear that Pico and ignoto amico share a 
mutual acquaintance in Roberto Salviati, who in 1490-91 would help Pico edit his Heptaplus 
                                                 
42 Flavius Mithridates has been tentatively identified with Samuel ben Nissim Bulfarag, born in Caltabellotta, 
Sicily. He was baptized c. 1466 where upon he adopted the name Guglielmo Raimondo de Moncada. He has 
also used the demonym Guglielmo Siculus. See “Mithridates, Flavius” in Jewish Virtual Library. 
www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/mithridates-flavius. Accessed 7 Oct., 2018. 
 
43 The significance of this letter, as it pertains to questions regarding the search for original alphabet during the 
Renaissance, is discussed at length by Saverio Campanini, “The Quest for the Holiest Alphabet in the 
Renaissance,” in Nadia Vidro (ed.), A Universal Art: Hebrew Grammar Across Disciplines and Faiths (Leiden: 
Brill, 2014): 196-244. The focus of Campanini's chapter is upon the “transfluvial alphabet,” (or the “alphabet 
with glasses,” referring to its circular serifs) included in Abraham de Balmes's Miqne Avram (Venice, 1523). I 
have relied in part on Campanini's work in detailing the implications of Pico's letter, together with the 




at the Badia Friesolana.44 Even so, we can not be certain that Pico was the intended recipient 
of the letter; ignoto amico may have intended his letter primarily for Mithridates by care of 
Pico, the latter of whom took it upon himself to compose a response in the former's absence 
(legi literas tuas ad Mithridatem quas illi absenti reddere non potui). 
 In any case, it is apparent that ignoto amico sent his letter to Fratta in the hopes that 
one or both of these humanists would be able to answer a number of questions concerning 
Hebrew language and history. The first of these questions is the least clear, but apparently 
pertains the authenticity of the Testimonium Flavium, which Pico declines to affirm but does 
not explicitly deny.45 He has more to say about a second question, which involves the 
relationship between the Hebrew and Chaldean alphabets: 
 Et ut ad ea veniam quae de Chaldaeorum Hebraeorumque literis desideras, 
percunctatus sum46 ego saepe in Mithridatem & multos Hebraeos de his quae apud 
Hieronymum in Galeato prologo leguntur, ubi ille scribit eosdem olim fuisse 
Samaritanorum & Hebraeorum characteres, Esdram autem post instaurationem templi 
sub Zorobabel alias adinuenisse literas, quae nunc sunt in usus.47 
 
 And now I will come to those things that you wish to know about the Chaldean and 
Hebrew alphabets, I have frequently asked both Mithridates and many [other] 
Hebrews about that which has been read of Jerome in the Helmeted Prologue, where 
he writes that the [alphabetical] characters of the Samaritans and Hebrews were at 
one time the same. However Esra, after the restoration of the temple under Zorobabel, 
devised different letters, which are now still in use. 
                                                 
44 Angel Dressen, “Peripatetici pariter et Platonici: Poliziano and Pico della Mirandola and the Library of the 
Badia Fiesolana” in Heiko Damm, Michael Thimann, and Claus Zittel (eds.), The Artist as Reader: On 
Education and Non-Education of Early Modern Artists (Leiden: Brill, 2013), p. 337. 
 
45 There are two passages in the Josephus' Antiquity of the Jews that mention Jesus and one that mentions John 
the Baptist, all of which are of questionable authenticity. 18.3.3 is likely the passage under discussion in Pico's 
letter, as it is the only passage of the three that gestures toward any affirmation of Jesus' divinity. If any portion 
of the passage was authored by Josephus, it is likely that it has been supplemented by Christian interpolations. 
See also Antiquities 20.9.1 and 18.5.2. For a discussion of the authenticity of the passages in question, see Louis 
H. Feldman, “On the Authenticity of the Testimonium Flavium Attributed to Josephus” in Elisheva Carlebach 
and Jacob J. Schacter (eds.), New Perspectives on Jewish-Christian Relations (Leiden: Brill, 2011): 11-30.  
 
46 Percunctatus sum (rare): deponent perfect passive indicative of percunctor, ari = percontor, ari. See D.P. 
Simpson, Cassell's Latin Dictionary (New York: Wiley Publishing, 1959). 
 




 Jerome's prologue to the the Books of Kings– popularly referred to as the Prologus 
Galeatus, after Jerome's own phrase in anticipation of backlash aimed at this editorial 
methods– was written as an explanation for relegating a number of the Hebrew Books 
included in the Septuagint to apocryphal status. This being his chief intent in the prologue, 
his interest in the Hebrew and Chaldean alphabets has to do with the fact that their 22 letters 
correspond to the 22 canonical books of Jerome's Vetus Testamentum. It is also convenient for 
Jerome that there are five books of Moses as well as five Hebrew letters which have unique 
final forms, and that a number of the psalms are acrostic: all indicating in Jerome's mind that 
the biblical authors frequently employed the alphabet as an important organizational tool. 
 It is impossible to say whether ignoto amico inquired about Jerome's Prologus 
specifically, or if Pico independently decided to cite Jerome in the course of answering a 
more general question about Semitic alphabets. However the Prologus made its way into the 
conversation, its utility here has not to do with matters canonical and apocryphal, but rather 
pertains to Jerome's passing remark that Ezra somehow altered the way that the Hebrew 
language was historically written. Jerome writes that: 
 Viginti et duas esse litteras apud Hebraeos, Syrorum quoque et Chaldeorum lingua 
testatur, quae hebraeae magna ex parte confinis est; nam et ipsi viginti duo elementa 
habent eodem sono, sed diversis caracteribus. Samaritani etiam Pentateuchum Mosi 
totidem litteris scriptitant, figuris tantum et apicibus discrepantes. Certumque est 
Ezram scribam legisque doctorem post captam hierosolymam et instaurationem 
templi sub Zorobabel alias litteras repperisse, quibus nunc utimur, cum ad illud usque 
tempus idem Samaritanorum et Hebraeorum caracteres fuerint.48 
 
 The hebrews have 22 letters, testified by [the fact that] the Syrian and Chaldean 
languages are likewise, which correspond for the most part to Hebrew, for they 
themselves have the same 22 elementary sounds, but they are written with different 
characters. The Samaritans also write the Pentateuch of Moses with the same number 
of letters, differing only in shape and diacritics. And it is certain that Ezra, scribe and 
                                                 
48 Latin text taken from Robert Weber and Roger Gryson (Eds.), Biblia Sacra: Iuxa Vulgatam Vesionem, 5th ed. 
(Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 2007). Cited in Campanini (2013), p. 201. 
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teacher of the law, after the captivity of Jerusalem and the restoration of the temple 
under Zerubbabel, invented [or discovered] other letters, which are used now; for 
until that time the Samaritan and Hebrew letters were the same. 
 
If the collection of characters collectively known as the “Hebrew alphabet” was altered 
during the governorship of Zerubbabel, then it stands to reason that the Hebrew alphabet in 
use at the time ignoto amico wrote his letter to Pico is not the Hebrew alphabet with which 
Moses wrote the law. And depending on how Pico understood Jerome's use of the verb 
reperio (it could mean either “discovered” or “invented”), it is possible that the translator-
saint is suggesting that the Hebrew alphabet used from the Second Temple period onwards is 
manmade and enjoys no divine provenance. But this does not mean the divine alphabet is 
lost. Instead, it merely means that the divine alphabet is that which Pico and ignoto amico 
would know as Samaritan. 
 Nonetheless, Pico appears largely unperturbed by Jerome's assertions. He writes that 
neither Mithridates nor any of the other Jews he queried are familiar with the notion that Ezra 
invented or discovered (adinvenio: again a vague verb is used) a new alphabet for the writing 
of Hebrew. Indeed, according to Pico, they are unified in their conviction that “Moses and the 
ancient patriarchs” used the selfsame letters that were still in use in 1486 (“pro comperto 
habent hisdem quibus nunc utimur in Hebraica literatura apicibus usos & Mosesm & 
Patriarchas antiquos omnes”). Hesitant to contradict Jerome but constrained both by the 
testimony of Mithridates et al. and the necessity of lexical consistency imposed by the 
foundational doctrines of Kabbalah, Pico is nonetheless tasked to explain the existence of the 
final forms of tsade (ץ), fey (ף), mem (ם), and khaf (ך) (he neglects to mention nun (ן)). If the 
final forms are original to the Hebrew alphabet when it was handed down from heaven by 
God, then there are 26 and not 22 Hebrew letters, and Jerome miscounted. If the final forms 
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are not original to the divine Hebrew alphabet, then some historical change in Hebrew 
orthography has occurred and Mithridates and his co-religionists are mistaken. It is tempting 
to dismiss this concern as trivial, as the final forms are not additional letters, but merely the 
same letters with a slightly different shape. But to the kabbalist, the very shapes of these 
letters are imbued with mystical significance. Indeed if shape were unimportant to Pico and 
ignoto amico, the very inquiry regarding distinction between the Hebrew and Chaldean 
alphabets would be pointless– Jerome has already told them that the phonetic quality of 
corresponding letters is identical between these two alphabets. In something of a cop-out, 
Pico finds a via media between these two constraints by deferring to the authority of an 
unnamed commentator of the Book of Creation (“[liber]... de Creatione”, almost certainly 
the Sefer Yetzirah), which he believes to have been originally edited by Abraham (“quem 
pater antiquus Abraham... edidit”). According to Pico, this commentary asserts that the final 
forms were “added by the episocopi or prefecti.” In this way Mithridates and the other Jews 
are excused for not knowing the story about Ezra, and Jerome is excused for not counting the 
final forms as real letters. 
 Saverio Campanini, in his erudite paper on the Renaissance quest to identify the 
original Hebrew alphabet, expresses surprise that Mithridates would not have been familiar 
with the idea that Ezra had altered the Hebrew characters. After all, Campanini points out, the 
subject is treated at length in the Tractate Sanhedrin.49 Whether or not it is reasonable to 
expect a (formerly) Jewish scholar to have a comprehensive knowledge of the Talmud is a 
separate question. But as Campanini points out, by the second decade of the sixteenth century 
Abraham de Balmes– also a Jewish convert to Christianity and scholar of the Semitic 
                                                 




languages– was aware of the Tractate Sanhedrin and recognized its importance to the study 
of Hebrew orthography.50 
 The mishnah of Sanhedrin 21b is concerned with the imperatives governing the 
election and duties of kings, as outlined in Deuteronomy 17.14-20. Among such proscriptions 
regarding the size of the royal stables and treasury, a king is required to “write in his own 
name a Sefer Torah.”51 In elucidating this requirement, the gemara (rabbinical commentary 
on the misha, which are the recorded oral traditions of Judaism) seems to make much ado 
about nothing, for neither the mishna nor the original verse in Deuteronomy make any 
mention of alphabets or scripts whatsoever. Nonetheless, at 22a the gemara states that 
“further, it is written: And he shall write the copy of this law in a writing that is destined to be 
changed.” Isidore Epstein's note to this sugya (a passage of the gemara) posits that the rabbis 
took note that the shoresh שנה (the root of the word rendered as “copy” above) “means 'to 
repeat' and also 'to change', indicating that the writing was destined to be changed.”52 The 
nature of this change is made clearer at 22b, where we are told that the baraita (oral 
traditions not included in the mishna) of Mar Zutra, or perhaps Mar 'Ukba, holds that: 
 Originally the Torah was given to Israel in Hebrew characters and in the sacred 
language; later, in the times of Ezra, the Torah was given in the Ashshurith script and 
Aramaic language. [Finally], they selected for Israel the Ashshurith script and the 
Hebrew language, leaving the Hebrew characters and Aramaic language for the 
hedyototh.53 
 
Rav Chisda helps clarify the passage, making clear that the hedyototh (simpletons; outsiders) 
                                                 
50 Ibid, p. 214. 
 
51 Isidore Epstein (ed.), Soncio English translation (London, 1935-1952). 
 
52 Ibid, 6555, n. 4. 
 




are to be identified with the Cutheans, also known as Samaritans.54 The “Hebrew script” left 
to them is the script that can be described as “libuna'ah.” There is no consensus regarding the 
meaning or origin of the word libuna'ah. Rashi, in his commentary on Sanhedrin, does not 
offer an etymology but asserts that this script consists of “big letters ]אותיות גדולות] similar to 
those written in amulets and mezuzot.”55 With no philological evidence offered, it is tempting 
to wonder if Rashi's comment is merely tautological, as an earlier baraita suggests that a 
king should write his sefer torah “in the form of an amulet, and fasten it to his arm.” But it is 
more likely that the “big letters” Rashi is referring to is the square script that was used to 
write Hebrew in Pico's time, and is still the standard alphabet in which the language is 
written today.56 
 There is ample evidence to support the notion that Jews living both in the Holy Land 
and in Europe were aware of the Samaritans and their alphabet.57 An awareness of the 
Samaritan script does not necessarily mean that figures such as Mithridates would have 
assumed or even suspected that this script was once universally used to write the Hebrew 
language. But if ignoto amico had reason to suspect that there was at some point in history a 
change in the alphabet used to write the holy tongue, then others presumably suspected the 
same. More may have been aware of a similar suspicion, and perhaps had read the very letter 
cited above. After all, we know that More had access to an early edition of Pico's Opera 
Omnia, from which he translated his Lyfe of Picus into English. But there is no evidence that 
                                                 
54 Heyodoth (Aramaic, sing. הדיוט) from Greek ἰδιώτης. 
 
55 Rashi, 21b.23. Hebrew text from William Davidson Talmud. See Epstein, 6553 n. 50; Campanini (2013), p. 
215 n. 47. 
 
56 As suggested by Camparini (2013), pp. 214-215. 
 
57 See M. Gaster, “Jewish Knowledge of the Samaritan Alphabet in the Middle Ages,” The Journal of the Royal 
Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland 45.3 (Jul., 1913): 613-626. 
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More had any idea what the Samaritan alphabet looked like, and there is little reason to 
suggest he would have cared. He would only have known of the possibility that a different, 
original alphabet once existed. Because Hebrew was generally identified with the prima 
lingua, the pre-Ezra alphabet would not only be the original alphabet used to write Hebrew, 
but the first alphabet used to write any language.  
 If More knew at least as much about Kabbalah as Erasmus' Folly, he would be aware 
of a tradition that imagines the characters of the Hebrew alphabet to be the Lucretian atomic 
building blocks of the physical universe. More would have recalled Lucretius' analogy of 
atoms and alphabetic letters in the first two books of De rerum natura.58 Lucretius imagines 
that, just as a finite number of letters can be combined in a seemingly infinite number of 
ways to create a great number of words, so too can the same atoms be combined variously to 
produce all the entities that populate the universe. The idea that the physical universe is the 
result of God's various combination of the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet is the primary 
assertion of the Sefer Yitzirah, mentioned by Pico in his reply to ignoto amicus. Chaim 
Wirszubski posits that Pico's knowledge of this foundational kabbalistic text is not direct, but 
rather that Pico read commentaries on it in Cod. Vat. Ebr. 191, which he finds to be the 
“direct source of Conclusio xix” of Pico's Nine-hundred Theses.59 This thesis involves the 
transposition of numerically equivalent letters to arrive at names of God (here the 
Triagrammaton יהו), recalling Erasmus' disparaging allusion to the Tetragrammaton (יהוה) in 
his 1518 letter to Capito. 
 If indeed More picked up on the Lucretian analogy between atom and letter, this 
concern may have been forward in his mind when he sat down to imagine what the primum 
                                                 
58 Lucretius, II.687-696. 
 
59 Wirszubski, Pico della Mirandola's Encounter with Jewish Mysticism (Harvard UP, 1989), pp. 57-58. 
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alphabetum ought to look like. If we are looking in the right places, it seems logical that he 
would have imagined the shape of those letters to be elemental. I do not wish to follow the 
lead of Derrett and Burnstein in attempting to locate an exclusive or definitive model for 
More's selection of circle, triangle, and square as the basis of the 22 letters of the Utopian 
alphabet. But I might offer what seems to be the simplest possibility. The least abstruse 
explanation is that these three shapes are the simplest, or most elemental, of any geometrical 
figures in that they contain the least amount of lines and radices (0, 3, and 4). Indeed More's 
attempt to design an elemental alphabet may have been influenced by Euclidian geometry. 
Hythloday tells us that this branch of mathematics is included in the Utopian version of the 
quadrivium. We also know that More owned a copy of the 1517 Paris edition of Euclid's 
Elements, and that More's marginal notes display (in the estimation of at least one scholar) a 
level of comprehension that exceeds that of a novice geometrician.60 Contemporary interest 
in studying the geometric qualities of the Latin alphabet is evidenced by Sigismoto Fanti's 
1514 Theorica et practica de modo scribendi fabricandique omnes litterarum species, a 
calligraphy manual containing illustrations that reduce the letters to their basic geometric 
shapes. Perhaps More, some two years later, was thinking along similar lines. 
From Utopia to Babel 
 We should not assume that More's interest in paradox constitutes the extent of his 
attraction to Hebrew as a model for his imaginary language. There existed in the medieval 
and early modern imagination a ready connection between Hebrew and concepts of peaceful 
and ideal society. At the crux of this connection are Tower of Babel and the confusio 
linguarum. As such, for the majority of More's contemporaries who found occasion to give 
the matter any thought, what we now call comparative linguistics would have been 
                                                 
60 Ralph Keen, “Thomas More and Geometry,” Moreana 22.86(2) (Jul., 1985): 151-166. 
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understood through the matrix of the Babel myth. The importance of this story is highlighted 
by its status as the last of the primeval narratives. Genesis 11:2 tell us that all of mankind, 
migrating as a single unit, “proficiscerentur de oriente” (departed from the east), eventually 
settling in the plain of Shinar.61 The direction of their migration is undoubtably intended to 
establish this verse as the endpoint of Man's collective perambulations, set in motion when 
Adam and Eve are exiled from Eden at 3:24. Under the terrible gaze of the cherub with the 
fiery sword they exited paradise, striking out to eastward. In this way, the construction of the 
Tower constitutes a final act of human presumption– both preceded and facilitated by Adam 
and Eve's original sin– that signaled the end of primeval history and established the tenor of 
subsequent human experience: an existence rife with tribulations that were still felt acutely in 
More's time. 
 The first and most apparent etiological function of the Babel myth is to explain why 
there are many languages instead of one– why humans speak variously rather than uniformly. 
Genesis 11:1 asserts that, at the time immediately preceding the construction of the Tower, 
“erat autem terra labii unius et sermonum eorundem” (the Earth was then of one language 
and the same speech). Upon settling at Shinar, mankind contrived to build a city as well as a 
tower, the precipice of which would reach to the heavens. This collective ambition is 
motivated by the desire to “glorify” (celebro) the name of man, so that mankind may not be 
scattered throughout the Earth (antequam dividamur in universas terras).62 God's displeasure 
with the construction of so grand an edifice has been the subject of various interpretations. 
But the standard reading is that He viewed this endeavor as presumptuous to the point of 
                                                 
61 NB the imperfect tense of proficiscerentur, which indicates ongoing action suggesting a sustained period of 
travel. 
 
62 Gen. 11.4 
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blasphemy. To thwart the project and punish Man's arrogance, God divides the single 
language of mankind into 72 diverse tongues, thus hindering the communication requisite to 
the completion of this cooperative enterprise. 
 Genesis 10, traditionally referred to as the “Table of Nations,” is an onomastic 
narrative that seeks to organize the generations of Noah according to shared linguistic 
identities. In this way the biblical author accounts for the agnate origins of all nations 
populating the known world at the time of the Table's composition.63 Thus we encounter the 
same refrain at 10:5, 20, and 31 that intermittently reasserts that the author's genealogical 
scheme is designed “according to [the descendants'] clans and languages in their lands and 
nations.”64 Yet if the chronology of the table is taken literally (and it was), only two 
generations elapse between the Flood and the episode at Babel.65 Despite the longevity 
supposedly enjoyed by primeval humans, this timeframe allows little opportunity for the 
organic development of any significant linguistic variation. The Babel myth rectifies this 
difficulty by claiming divine causation. 
 For centuries both Christian and Jewish thinkers alike imagined the prima lingua as a 
natural plain of expression accessible to all humans. An innate knowledge of and facility in 
this language exists within each of us; it has merely been obscured by time and sin. In a 1290 
letter to Zerakhya of Barcelona, the physician and talmudist Hillel ben Samuel (c. 1220- c. 
1295) posed a curious linguistic question: in what language would a child speak if he were 
                                                 
63 See John Barton and John Muddiman (eds.), The Oxford Bible Commentary (2001) on Genesis 10:1-37. 
 
64 E.g., 10:20: למשפחתם ללשנתם בארצתם בגויהם. The preposition ל (here “according to”) preceding “clans” 
and “languages” emphasize that the primary principle of organization is linguistic. Hebrew construct suggests 
the relationship between these nouns be rendered “according to their clans, [which were in turn determined] by 
their languages.” The preposition ב (“in”) preceding “lands” and “nations” is merely locative. 
 
65 Nimrod is the son of Cush, who is the son Ham, Noah's second son (cf. Gen. 10.1-8). Ham was an adult at the 
time of the Flood. 
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given no linguistic stimuli? While Zerakhya assumed that the child in question would attempt 
to communicate through nonsensical noises resembling the the grunting of beasts or barking 
of dogs, Hillel asserted that this child would spontaneously produce Hebrew because it is the 
prima lingua. Hillel's question was not a novel one. Indeed similar linguistic inquiries can be 
traced to antiquity. On several occasions in recorded history, language-deprivation 
experiments have been employed in an attempt to determine various facets of linguistic 
genealogy. In his Histories, Herodotus recounts how Psamtik I, in order to prove the common 
claim that the Egyptian culture was the first in the world, sought to deprive two common 
children of linguistic stimuli in order to see what language they would spontaneously 
produce.66 After two years the children, upon anticipating food from their caregiver, uttered 
something resembling “becos,” the Phrygian word for “bread.” Herodotus' Psamtik takes this 
as proof that the Phrygian culture precedes that of the Egyptians. Whether Psamtik's equation 
of the sounds uttered by these children with the Phrygian word “becos” is an example of 
willful interpretation (or indeed whether Psamtik's experiment ever occurred at all) is beside 
the point. Whatever the veracity of Herodotus' account, it is clear that he believed in the 
existence of an innate prima lingua that will manifest if not obscured by conventional, or 
manmade, linguistic input. Plato, born within a few years on either side of Herodotus' death, 
engages with a similar inquiry in his Cratylus. In this little-read dialogue, the titular 
interlocutor asserts that names are natural, while his companion Hermogenes holds that they 
are merely conventional. In his attempt to moderate the argument, Socrates does suggest that 
etymologies sometimes demonstrate correspondence between various words related to a 
common entity. But he also insists that many names are imperfect, as they do not accurately 
express the essence of the signified. Ultimately, Socrates dismisses the study of words as 
                                                 
66 Histories 2.2.3. 
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inadequate when compared with the study of things themselves. 
 Similar questions are common throughout Christian history, often regarding Adam's 
naming of the beasts and fowls at Genesis 2:19-20. It was widely held that Adam did not 
select their names arbitrarily, but that he chose names already proper to each animal in 
accordance with its nature. The Hebrew text does not provide much basis for this reading, 
apart from that fact that the verbָקָרא (v. 19) can mean both “he named” and “he read.”67 
Though unlikely aware of this nuance, Thomas Aquinas asserts in Summa Theologica that 
Adam gave each animal a name that expressed its essence. The quaestio in question seeks to 
demonstrate that Adam enjoyed mastery over animals even before the Fall, a point the 
schoolman supports by asserting that the natural order of the created world is a hierarchy 
where the more-perfect (e.g., Man) has dominion over the less-perfect (e.g., animals). The 
fourth objection posits that prelapsarian man had no use for animals, presumably because 
neither husbandry nor slaughter yet existed.68 But Aquinas insists that Adam did have a use 
for animals, in that he gained “experimental knowledge” (experimentalem cognitionem) from 
them.69 As proof of this utility, Aquinas suggests that Adam's name for each animal is 
informed by their observed natures: “Quod significatum est per hoc, quod Deus ad eum 
animalia adduxit, ut eis nomina imponeret, quae eorum naturas designant (This is signified 
by [the fact that] God lead the animals to him so that he might give them names, which 
                                                 
67 For that matter it might be interesting to note that the Hebrew noun for “thing” and the verb “to speak” share 
a common shoresh, or root (ר-ב-ד). 
 
68 For a discussion of Renaissance theories regarding Adam's possibly vegetarian prelapsarian diet, see Philip C. 
Almond, Adam and Eve in Seventeenth-Century Thought (Cambridge UP: 1999), p. 111ff. As for Aquinas, ST Ia 
q. 96 1 ad. 3 makes clear that Adam and Eve had no bodily need (necessitatem corporalem) to eat flesh in Eden, 
as they were provided with sufficient sustenance from “the trees of paradise” (lignis paradisi). He does not 
state, however, that eating meat was prohibited or impossible. 
 
69 ST Ia q.96 a.1 ad3 
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describe their natures).”70 
 In the Renaissance, this tradition was affirmed by numerous theologians and natural 
philosophers. Luther and Calvin, for instance, both affirm this theory.71 It is perhaps in part 
due to the enduring belief in a natural linguistic system, in which words are able to capture 
the essence of the things to which they refer, that experiments such as that supposedly 
undertaken by Psamtik persisted into the late Middle Ages and the beginning of the Early 
Modern period. In the thirteenth century, the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II had several 
infants reared in near isolation in an attempt to discover if and in what language they would 
independently begin to speak upon vocal maturity. Recording Frederick's cruel experiment in 
his Cronica, the Franciscan Salimbene di Adam supposes the candidate languages to be 
Hebrew (which he asserts “had been the first [language]”), Greek, Lain, or Arabic, languages 
that have all been variously put forth as the prima lingua or close derivative thereof.72 
Another recorded language-deprivation experiment was conducted in 1493 by James IV of 
Scotland, who was purported to have sent two infants to be raised by a mute woman on the 
remote isle of Inchkeith. The historian Robert Lyndsay of Pitscottie, in The Historie and 
Chronicles of Scotland, 1436-1565, tells us that “sum sayis they spak goode hebrew, bot as to 
myself I knaw not bot be the authoris reherse.”73 
 All of these linguistic experiments share a common hypothesis: that humans possess 
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71 Luther, Luther's Works I.119. Calvin, Genesis, 132. See also David L. Clough, On Animals: vol. 1, Systematic 
Theology (London: T&T Clark International, 2012), p. 51 and Peter Harrison, The Bible, Protestantism, and the 
Rise of Natural Science (Cambridge UP, 1998), p. 249. 
 
72 English quotation from G.G. Coulton, From Saint Francis to Dante: Translations for the Chronicle of of the 
Franciscan Salimbene (1221-1288), 2nd Ed. (London: David Nutt, 1907), p. 242. 
 
73 Quotation from J.G. MacKay, The Historie and Chronicles of Scotland (Edinburgh: William Blackwood and 
Sons, 1899), vol. 2, p. 237. 
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an inherent knowledge of the prima lingua, and that the reason we are unable to access this 
knowledge is because it is overwhelmed by competing linguistic stimuli. But if one knows 
which language the prima lingua is, he can perhaps awaken his dormant knowledge of it 
through study, even if he has been exposed to a lifetime of other languages. Connected to the 
recurring idea that Hebrew is “simple” are astounding claims about the ease of its 
acquisition. Wakefield asserts that it is “the easiest language of all to master,” claiming that 
Pico learned Hebrew in the space of one month (76). Richard Pace, Wakefield says, was able 
to learn Hebrew along with the related Arabic and Aramaic in three months' time. His 
promise to prospective students of Hebrew at Cambridge is that under his guidance they can 
master the language in just two months, and with minimal effort. Wakefield's estimation of 
the amount of time it takes to become proficient in Hebrew is extreme. These bold assertions 
are not unique to Wakefield; the German Hebraist and cartographer Sebastian Munster wrote 
that he was able to learn Hebrew under the tutelage of Elija Levita in just ten weeks. 
 The idea that a dormant knowledge of the Hebrew language is inherent to mankind 
lends credence to the assumption that it must be simple and easy to learn. Paradoxically, it is 
this idea that allows Hebrew to be semantically complex or more expressive than any other 
language. Hythloday's assertion that no other language is “a more faithful (fidelior) 
interpreter of the mind” can and should be taken to suggest that it is capable of a wide range 
of meanings, thereby possessing the ability to suitably express any potential human idea or 
thought. But More's adjective fidelis also connotes “accuracy,” “precision,” or “truth”; as we 
might say, a “faithful translation” is “true” to the meaning of the original. Likewise, 
Wakefield insists that: 
 Demonstrat hebraeae linguae perfectionem supra omens alias quod incedit iuxta 
naturas essentiae rerum et naturae vestigia imitatur... Cuncta enim apud Hebraeos 
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nomina ad unguem rebus accommodata sunt, illisque plurimum concinna consona ac 
cognata. 
 
 Hebrew corresponds to things as they really are, and follows in the footsteps of 
nature... In Hebrew all nouns are closely related to the objects described, usually 
matching them in form, sound, and meaning. (94) 
 
But Wakefield is talking about about a correspondence greater than that between speech and 
thought. He is talking about a true correspondence between word and thing. Recalling 
Cratylus' theory of language in Plato's titular dialogue, as well as the reception of Adam's 
naming of the beasts and fowls, Wakefield believes that Hebrew is able to perfectly express 
the essence of the things to which it refers. The value of this expressive quality is that it 
allows no room for miscommunication. This of course is the quintessential advantage of the 
pre-Babel prima lingua: such a quality precludes any opportunity for misunderstanding, and 
thus for conflict. 
 Unfortunately Wakefield tends to spoil the grandeur of this assertion in his attempt to 
explain how the phenomenon works. He relies largely on the usual tired assumptions about 
etymologies, reasoning that “etymologically Hebrew words correspond exactly to the nature 
of the objects” (94). But Plato's Diogenes has already pointed out that etymology can be 
boiled down to precedence or tradition, and Wakefield inevitably fails to account for the 
transition from signified to signifier. 
 But it might help to surmount this shortcoming when we realized that, when 
Wakefield speaks of “Hebrew,” he is referring primarily to the written and not the spoken 
language. For this reason any special quality of the language is tied to the special qualities of 
its alphabet. This is certainly the case where Wakefield makes claims about Hebrew's 
“correspondence to things as they really are.” Immediately preceding this portion of the 
Oratio, he praises the superiority of the Hebrew script, asserting that “whereas every sound 
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made by the human throat can be indicated by Hebrew signs and letters, this is not possible 
with other languages” (92). In this way, at least phonetically, Hebrew is especially attuned to 
communicate the whole range of human expression. However, Wakefield's praise the the 
Hebrew script is not confined to its phonetic value. He also seeks to show that the shape of 
the letters demonstrate Hebrew's direct correspondence between word and thing. He claims 
that:  
 If by chance Jewish boys were asked what alpha, which they call aleph, signifies, 
they would reply without hesitation, “teaching.” Beta, which they call beth, in fact 
means “a house,” whereas Gamma, which they call gimel, means “retribution.” And 
so on for the rest of the alphabet. (96) 
 
Wakefield has unwittingly stumbled upon the ultimate acrophonic origins of the Semitic 
alphabets. For instance, the word “house” in Hebrew is בית (bayit), which both begins with 
the letter ב (beth) and his an approximate homonym of that letter. Conveniently, the shape of 
the letter also somewhat resembles a house. This is because, as many philologists today 
believe, the shape ofב is derived from the Proto-Sinaitic glyph for house. When pronounced, 
this glyph began with a b sound. Thusly were all Semitic letters derived: when seeking to 
ascribe a symbol to each phonetic sound in the Proto-Sinaitic language, the inventors of the 
original abjad chose a glyph that began with the relevant consonant sound. Of course 
Wakefield would not have been aware of this philological theory, and instead takes the 
correspondence between the shape of a letter and its name to indicate a special relationship 
between the physical world and the “world” of semantic expression. 
 These assumptions were not unique to Wakefield, and over the course of the next 
century would manifest in even more explicit and fantastical ways. Such was the belief that 
the Hebrew letters reflected the nature of things that in 1525, the year after Wakefield 
delivered his Oratio at Cambridge, Giorgio Francesco claimed in his De harmonia mundi 
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that the shapes of the Hebrew letters could be found among the constellations, a claim 
repeated by Agrippa in his 1533 De occulta philosphia.74 This belief survived into the next 
century, and was reasserted by Jacques Gaffarel in Curiosities Inouyes (1627).75 Later in the 
century, the Flemish alchemist Franciscus Mercurius van Helmont explored the idea that 
human physiology, as created by God, is especially suited to speaking Hebrew. In his treatise 
Alphabeti veri naturalis Hebraici brevissima delinato (1667), he seeks to demonstrate 
through a series of woodcuts that the human tongue and glottis mirror the shape of vocalized 
Hebrew letters when they are pronounced. Van Helmont's treatise seeks to utilize mankind's 
inherent facility in Hebrew as a tool to teach the deaf to speak. As the seventeenth century 
progressed, it is evident that interest in the prima lingua continued to shift away from the 
precise utopian interests of More. But seventeenth-century thinkers still agreed the fabric of 
both Man and the universe was imbued with Hebrew or, more specifically, with the letters of 
the Hebrew alphabet. So persisted, in an evolving form, the belief that accessing the dormant 
Hebraic matrix could heal, restore, and make things whole again. 
 Such expectations come across as exceedingly serious. But it should be kept in mind 
that the wider theme of paradox, with which More's interest in the prima lingua is largely 
bound up, is rather farcical. More (the interlocutor) reasserts this fact when the narrative 
frame is reintroduced at the conclusion of the text: “it seemed to me that not a few of the 
customs and laws [Hythloday] had described as existing among the Utopians were quite 
absurd” (91). Indeed the reader is unsure how seriously to take the idea that an “ideal” 
society is feasible at all, much less by way of the communistic and ideologically homogenous 
                                                 
74 Giorgio, III.8.xi.2. Agrippa, p. cclxxiiii-clxxiv. Cited in Campanini (2014), pp. 220-221. 
 
75 Gaffarel, XIII. See Peter Forshaw, “Concealed Mysteries and Unheard-of Curiosities: Jacques Gaffarel's 
Defense of Celestial Writing and Divine Kabbalah” in Hiro Hirai (Ed.), Jacques Gaffarel: Between Magic and 
Science (Rome: Bruniana & Campanelliana, 2014): 13-26. 
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route of Utopians. For this reason it is likely that, on some level, More is poking fun at 
contemporary debates about and inquiries into the question of the prima lingua, as well as the 
expectations that Christian Hebraists had concerning its recovery. Even though Erasmus 
expressed some sentiments of respect for Reuchlin's linguistic abilities, he ridiculed his 
mystical writings in Praise of Folly. As for More, the only direct statement that could be 
construed as supportive of Reuchlin is his approval of Letters of Obscure Men, which is itself 
a farcical work. This tells us little about More's ultimatle attitudes towards Christian 
Hebraism or theories about the prima lingua as serious fields of inquiry. 
 But More would have believed, and treated with the appropriate sincerity, the idea 
that political, social, and religious discord are the result of human sinfulness, and that the 
scriptures demarcate the precise point in human history that such discord was introduced: the 
confusio linguarum at Babel. On the eve of the Reformation, More recognized the urgent 
need for (internal) Church reform, and at least where religious themes in Utopia are 
concerned, we can assume that More wrote with some earnestness and expedience. In the 
next chapter, I will examine these religious themes in more detail, with the goal of 
demonstrating how More's understanding of the Babel myth informs wider ideas about 






CHAPTER 2: UTOPIAN RELIGION AND THE RESTITUTION OF BABEL 
 In the previous chapter we saw that, on a conceptual level, the Utopian language is 
modeled upon contemporary ideas about Hebrew as the prima lingua. But it remains to be 
seen what the recovery of the first language– shared by all mankind before Babel and able to 
express ideas with a level of exactitude that precludes miscommunication– means to a Fallen 
world on the brink of the religious and political disasters of the Reformation. While More's 
utilization of the Hebraic paradox both complements and contributes to the satirical functions 
of the work as a whole, we should remind ourselves that, despite its pervasive humor, More 
offers through Utopia sincere criticisms of practices and institutions religious, political, 
economic, and social in his native England and throughout Christendom.  Scholarship that 
does treat Utopia as an earnest contribution to the humanist project tends to categorize it first 
and foremost as an example of political philosophy. Certainly the Babel myth possessed in 
the minds of Renaissance thinkers political implications in addition to theological ones. But 
the status of Utopia as a religious text, and indeed as an early example of Reformation 
Literature, is often overshadowed by its overt political themes. This need not be the case, for 
sixteenth-century politics were inextricably linked to religion. The great importance of 
religious themes in this work is highlighted by the fact that Hythloday's description of the 
Utopians' religious convictions and practices occupies the final section of Book II, and 
indeed this section is lengthiest therein. The suggestions of irony, hypocrisy, and incredulity 
that permeate many sections of Hythloday's account– for instance those concerning such 
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matters as the Utopians’ uses of precious metals, their marriage customs, and their military 
practices– is decidedly less overt in this latter-most section. Surely More is not joking when 
he surmises that men's right reason, when unadulterated by pride or worldly desire, will 
recognize the veracity of Christ's divinity. No doubt he writes in earnest when he asserts that 
any enlightened society must recognize that the world is governed by Providence rather than 
chance, or that the soul is immortal. 
 The environment in which Utopia was composed similarly urges the reader to 
recognize both the importance and the sincerity of the religious themes therein. Though the 
publication of the first edition preceded that of Luther's of his Ninety-Five Theses by roughly 
one year, Utopia is the product of an environment characterized by palpable tension within 
the Church. The doctrinal and liturgical squabbles that plagued the Church acutely in the 
1510s no doubt inspired the Utopians' strict insistence upon the toleration of a variety of non-
essential religious convictions, an insistence pointed up by the fact that King Utopus was 
only able to conquer the region where Utopia now lies because pervasive religious quarrels 
weakened the the unity of its native inhabitants. Through these details More warns 
contemporary Christendom to avoid making the same mistake. The universal Church is the 
cement that holds together the various national and cultural constituents of the Holy See, 
each of which draws strength and stability from its inclusion in the greater whole. 
 At Babel, God broke the blasphemous resolve of men through inciting division and 
sowing discord. Because this divine feat was accomplished through linguistic means, the idea 
that the Utopian tongue is modeled upon the Hebrew prima lingua draws additional 
significance. Religious reform, by definition, seeks not to establish new and unprecedented 
institutions and practices. Instead, whether reform is undertaken from within or without the 
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Church catholic, it purports to restore original and unadulterated devotion, doctrine, and 
liturgical practices that over time had been perverted by human corruption. Reformers sought 
to resurrect the beliefs and traditions of a Pristine Church dating back to at least the apostles. 
In some instances they even sought to approximate the prelapsarian worship of Adam and 
Eve. More's utopian vision similarly seeks to restore (not invent) social, economic, political, 
and religious practices that predate various corrupting forces. As I will argue, the Utopians 
strive to live according to prelapsarian ideals. But as a Fallen race, More knows that they 
must inevitably fall short; no human effort can reverse the effects of original sin, for this is 
the exclusive jurisdiction of Christ. But his “ideal” commonwealth is able to circumvent or 
counteract the consequences of Babel, and as the inheritors of the prima lingua it is 
appropriate that the Utopians should do so. 
 Indeed More's recognition of the importance of language in a unified, utopian society 
boarders on the prophetic. Following the Reformation, when the advent of national Churches 
eroded the amphictyonic Catholic Church, theories about the prima lingua encountered a 
dramatic shift. No longer did theorists look to Hebrew or the other Semitic languages spoken 
in the Holy Land, but instead began to posit with alarming frequency that their own various 
national vernaculars were really the prima lingua. Each man claimed for his own domestic 
tongue the primacy, honor, and distinction that the prima lingua affords. In this way the 
search for the first language ceased to constitute an endeavor to achieve unity or 
universalism. Alternatively, it evolved (or devolved) into a search for precedents by which to 
place one nation above another, and one man above his neighbor. 
Utopia and Prelapsarian Ideals 
 Utopia urges Christian society to mend the growing fissures in the foundations of the 
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Church before they become irreparable. In the previous chapter we considered the first and 
most readily apparent etiological function of the Babel myth, which seeks to account for fact 
that mankind speaks many languages instead of one. But for More, the ultimate etiological 
value of the Babel narrative ends neither with the confusio linguarum nor the multiplication 
of tongues that resulted from it. Rather, the author of Utopia presumably would have been 
interested in the notion that 72 diverse languages gave rise to 72 diverse nations, as a hitherto 
unified mankind reorganized itself into multiple politico-cultural groups according to their 
new vernaculars.1 When Jerome's employs the third person plural verb at 11:4– “dixerunt 
venite faciamus”– he images that all of mankind figuratively and literally speaks as one, 
sharing a common agenda without variation or dissent. But after the confusio, this collective 
voice is figuratively and literally fractured, with each of the fledging nations expressing an 
agenda that does not necessarily reflect that of the other 71. Thus the Babel narrative seeks 
not only to locate the origin of divergence in language, but also of divergence in cultural and 
political belief. It seeks to account for the origin of all ideological conflict, be it political, 
religious, or otherwise. 
 Like all human failings until the advent of Christ, Man's collective arrogance at Babel 
is the result of original sin. In many respects, Utopian society aims to approximate the 
prelapsarian condition of Adam and Eve, or at least to mitigate the consequences of the Fall. 
The Utopians' insistence on simplicity of dress, which emphasizes utility and necessity over 
fashion and status, functions primarily to highlight their rejection of superfluity and classism. 
But their sartorial austerity not only suggests that Utopians wear clothes reluctantly, but also 
betrays an aversion to clothing that perhaps suggests the penitential. When recounting the 
                                                 
1 On the significance attached to the number 72 due to the multiplication of the prima lingua into that number of 
languages, see Herman J. Weigrand, “The Two and Seventy Languages of the World,” Germanic Review 17.4 
(Dec., 1942): 241-260. 
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folly of the Amemolian ambassadors– who, having had little exposure to the Utopians, are 
unaware that their simplicity of dress is a result of choice rather than ignorance or need– 
Hythloday remarks that the Utopians “omnes edoem rudi corporis cultu esse.”2 The first 
English edition, translated in 1551 by Ralph Robinson, renders the adjective rudis as “very 
rudelye and homelye.” This translation certainly indicates that the Utopians' dress is 
unfashionable, as rudis can suggest a lack of cultural refinement.3 But rudis can also mean 
“rough,” “raw,” or “roughly made,” and this valence of the word instead suggests a 
coarseness of the cloth that would not only be visually unappealing to the onlooker, but 
physically uncomfortable for the wearer.4 Indeed Robinson's rendering may also suggest a 
tactile roughness, for the Wycliffe Bible's translation of Mark 2:21 uses “rude” in this same 
sense to refer specifically to unprocessed cloth.5 Hythloday remarks elsewhere that the 
Utopians “like linen cloth to be white and wool cloth to be clean; but they put no price on the 
fineness of texture” (44). In light of the fact that More was frequently wont to wear a hair 
shirt under his clothing, it seems appropriate that the Utopians' affinity for clothing that is 
both unattractive and uncomfortable is based in part upon its penitential value. After all, 
according to Genesis, the association between clothing and sin has existed since the advent of 
both these things. Adam and Eve were not aware of their nakedness until they ate of the Tree 
of Knowledge, and it was from their betrayal of this awareness that God was able to deduce 
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their disobedience.6 As the awareness of nudity– and thus the introduction of clothing– is a 
direct result of original sin, the idea that Utopian dress serves as a form of physical 
chastisement points up the Utopians' aversion to postlapsarian necessities. 
 This same aversion is apparent in their attitudes toward food, both in agriculture and 
in animal husbandry. As a result of Adam's and Eve's disobedience, they were no longer 
allowed to enjoy the plentiful fruits of Eden, which grow spontaneously without human 
labor. After they sinned, “cursed is the ground for [their] sake,” and only “in the sweat of 
[their] face shalt [they] eat bread” (Gen. 3.17, 19 KJV). Hythloday's account of Utopia places 
great emphasis upon their agricultural practices. Indeed this society farms more efficiently 
than any known to Christendom, allowing them not only to feed themselves sufficiently, but 
to lay up great surpluses and to share their excess yields with their less-efficient neighbors. 
But their agricultural success is not the result of a particularly fertile climate or of good 
fortune. In fact, the opposite is true. Hythloday tells his interlocutors that “their soil is not 
very fertile, nor their climate the best, but they protect themselves against the weather by 
temperate living, and improve their soil by industry, so that nowhere do grain and cattle 
flourish more plentifully” (61). And while the Utopians never shun hard work, if it is 
necessary for the prosperity of the commonwealth, it would be inaccurate to say that they 
take much pleasure in it. Instead, this agricultural “industry” has been refined to the purpose 
that no individual need toil excessively; citizens of Utopia, including those currently assigned 
to the farms, enjoy a work day of a mere six hours. When harvest time comes around, 
residents of the cities come out to the fields so that what in Christendom is a back-breaking 
and prolonged endeavor can be completed in a single day. 
 One of the more hypocritical attitudes of the Utopians is that which they hold towards 
                                                 
6 Gen. 3:8-11. 
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the slaughter of animals. Unlike Adam and Eve who– as we have seen Aquinas conjecture in 
the previous chapter– were vegetarians, the Utopians eat meat. But they go to some length to 
remove themselves from the death that this kind of diet necessitates. Because they “feel that 
slaughtering our fellow creatures gradually destroys the sense of compassion,” slaves are 
responsible for the killing livestock and preparing their meat for consumption (46). It is made 
clear that they “kill animals only from necessity,” and they therefore do not partake in 
hunting, as they suppose that those who practice this sport only “seek their own pleasure 
from the killing and mutilating of some poor little creature” (58). The idea that, under more 
ideal circumstances, the consumption of meat should be avoided entirely is highlighted by 
the fact that some of their holy men, in a rather pythagorean arrangement, “are celibates who 
abstain not only from sex, but also from eating meat, and some of them from any animal food 
whatever” (83).  
 Thus the Utopians frown upon the killing of animals, though they are not loathe to 
benefit from the practice by eating meat. Similarly, they take pains to distance themselves 
from the death that occurs in battle, though they still wage war when they deem it necessary. 
Before the Utopians will commit troops to the battlefield, they utilize a variety of practices 
that during the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance were deemed less than honorable, 
including assassination, espionage, and political subversion– Machiavellian practices, to be 
sure. But if they are required to field an army, they rely on the Zapoletes, a nation of 
mercenaries, rather than risking the lives of their own citizens. These martial practices are 
arguably hypocritical in the same vein as those regarding butchery, as the Utopians “never 
worry about” “how many Zapoletes get killed... for they think they would deserve very well 
of all mankind if they could exterminate from the face of the earth that entire disgusting and 
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vicious race” (75). The Zapoletes are “disguising” and “vicious,” but the Utopians are still 
willing to exploit those qualities to their own advantage. 
 In summation, the Utopians wear their clothing, but only out of necessity and to their 
own discomfort. They practice agriculture efficiently, but their agricultural sciences seek to 
mitigate the intensive labor that farming usually requires (though all such innovations are 
probably designed, at least in part, to this end). They frown upon the slaughter of animals, 
but are unwilling to forego meat. And they wage war reluctantly, but both avoid shedding 
blood themselves and express extreme animosity towards those whom they hire to do it for 
them. All these practices and attitudes suggest that the Utopians attempt to achieve an 
Edenic, prelapsarian condition, but consistently fall short. Coupled with their ready 
acceptance of Christ, these shortcomings indicate that the Utopians, along with the rest of 
mankind, suffer the consequences of the original sin. But they do enjoy homogenous cultural 
values and a communistic economy; dissent is exceedingly rare in Utopia, and each citizen 
shares the same social and political goals and agendas as his compatriots. This, together with 
their pure and primary language, suggests that the Utopians do not suffer from the ill effects 
of Babel. Thus Utopia is a kind of postlapsarian but pre-Babel society, where the effects of 
original sin are felt, but the discord resultant of Man's presumption in the plain of Shinar is 
not. 
From Babel To Utopia  
 By the time More began the composition of Utopia in 1514, the political implications 
of the Babel narrative had for centuries enjoyed exegetical prominence. A common tradition 
holds that Nimrod– a great-grandson of Noah and the “robustus venator coram Domino” 
mentioned in the Table of Nations at 10:8– established himself as a tyrant over his fellow 
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men and was the architect of the Tower. While there is no scriptural precedence for this 
tradition, it can be traced back to the first century BCE in Josephus' Antiquities of the Jews.7 
Josephus imagines Nimrod as an adversary of God, angry at the Creator for destroying his 
ancestors in the Flood. Nimrod introduces autocracy (τυπαννίς) to the world in order to 
“[turn] men from the fear of God” by “[bringing] them into a constant dependence on his 
[own] power.”8 In direct defiance of God's directive at 1:28 (“fill the Earth and master it”), 
Nimrod confines mankind to a single location, manipulating his subjects into constructing the 
massive tower as an artificial high ground, should God again inundate the world. 
 It is not clear if More read Josephus, but several of the Church Fathers whose work he 
diligently studied perpetuate similar traditions. In City of God, Augustine also identifies 
Nimrod as an oppressive tyrant, but adds that he was also a giant.9 This addition is likely 
influenced by the treatment of Gen. 10:8 in a minority of the Old Latin Versions, which 
render the Hebrew adjective גבור (strong; mighty) as gigans, as opposed to the more-
common potens or Jerome's robustus.10 While likely aware of Josephus' commentary on 
Nimrod, Augustine does not take extra-scriptural claims of this figure's wickedness at face 
value. He devotes considerable exegetical space to Gen. 10:8, seeking to demonstrate that the 
verse itself suggests Nimrod's tyranny as well as his blasphemy. Augustine takes the adjective 
έναντιον in the LXX to mean “against” rather than “before”, citing Psalm 95.6 and Job 15.13 
as precedence. Thus Nimrod is a hunter who is “against,” or in opposition to, the divine 
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Will.11 Additionally, Augustine writes, “hunter” is to be taken figuratively, indicating Nimrod 
is an “oppressor and destroyer of earth-born creatures.”12 Jerome, in turn, identifies Nimrod 
as “the first to seize despotic rule over the people.”13 Aquinas (citing Petrus Comestor) 
asserts that Nimrod introduced idolatry to the world in form of worshiping fire.14 Even 
Nicolas of Lyra– whose Hebrew literacy was good enough to read Rashi, and therefore 
would have certainly allowed him to read this biblical passage in its original language– 
writes that “Nemroth” was a despot who built the Tower “contra dominum.”15 
 If indeed More is the real author of Henry VIII's Assertio septem sacramentorum 
(1521), then we can be certain that he was at some point conscious of these traditions; for 
that treatise responds to Luther's equation of Papal power with the false authority of Nimrod. 
This confirms that the Assertio's author knew that Nimrod was viewed by some as an 
archetype of false potency.16 But it should be pointed out that the allusion was posed first by 
Luther, obliging the Assertio to respond. Yet for what it's worth, the author of the Assertio 
does not question the tradition, but merely denies its application to Papal authority. More 
does, however, allude to the Tower of Babel on his own terms in Responsio ad Lutherum. 
Here the Tower is put forth as a symbol of blasphemous presumption, though there is no 
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mention of Nimrod nor the confusio linguarum.17 Once more the Tower is mentioned to the 
same symbolic end in Last Things.18 
 But in An Apology, More points up the idea that the Babel episode marks the origin of 
ideological conflict. He criticizes the diverse doctrines of the several nascent Protestant 
theologies, which in More's estimation agree neither with the teachings of Roman Catholic 
Church nor with one another. If Tyndale holds one opinion about a given theological question 
while Barnes holds a different one, with Luther and Firth holding others still, how is anyone 
to know the Truth? The situation is even more perplexing to More because not only do none 
of these men seem to agree with their fellow Reformers, but all of their various opinions run 
contrary to Church tradition. Such ideological cacophony reminds him of the confusio 
linguarum: 
 For likewise as they that would have built up the Tower of Babylon for themselves 
against God had such a stop thrown them that suddenly none understood what another 
said: surely so God upon these heretics of our time that go busily about to heap up to 
the sky their foul, filthy dunghill of all old and new false, stinking heresies, gathered 
up together against the true Catholic faith of Christ, that himself hath ever thitherto 
taught his true Catholic Church.19 
 
Indeed, in More's mind, it is likely that the reformers' inability to reach doctrinal consensus is 
itself a divine punishment for their collective heresies. He points out that by giving the 
apostles the gift of tongues, God actually reversed the ill effects of the Babel episode, thus 
facilitating the spread of true religion among the sundry nations of the world. But where the 
false religion of the Reformers is concerned, God further confounded their ability to 
communicate, redoubling the effects of Babel: 
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God, I say, which when the apostles went about to preach the true faith, sent down his 
own Holy Spirit of unity, concord, and truth unto them, with the gift of speech and 
understanding, so that they understood every man and every man understood them, 
hath reared up and sent among these heretics the spirit of error and lying, of discord 
and division, the damned devil of hell, which so entangleth their tongues and so 
distempereth their brains that they neither understand well one of them another nor 
any of them well himself.20 
 
  More recognized that the Pentecost narrative emphasizes the importance of language 
in the spread and sustainment of true religion. Christ preached a new covenant with God that 
was no longer exclusive to Israel. The communion of believers would not recognize political 
boarders. However, the linguistic differences between the gentiles, or “nations,” presented an 
obstacle to the apostolic mission, and to overcome this obstacle God reversed for the apostles 
the consequences of Babel. Similarly, the religio-political agenda of Utopia is decidedly 
cosmopolitan. It is not a text for England, but for all Christendom. More wished to see 
reforms in the Church, but reforms that ensured that the Church remained “catholic” in the 
etymological sense of the word. At the time of Utopia’s composition, Church reform was 
both internal and less urgent than it would become by 1533, when More composed his 
Apology. For these reasons More could afford in Utopia to be less explicit about the presence 
of Babel, the confusio, and their bearing on the religio-political conflicts of his contemporary 
world. But Guillaume Postel– a French Hebraist, kabbalist, and would-be Jesuit whose career 
spanned from the mid 1530s until his death in 1581– did make the link between Babel and 
utopian ideals explicit. He believed that the restoration of the pre-Babel prima lingua would 
not only put to rest the confessional conflicts of the Reformation, but could aid in the 
establishment of an earthly utopia of global scale.  
Utopia and Religious Universalism 
 Postel was a prolific writer, but the culmination of his researches into language, 
                                                 
20 More's allusion is to the Pentecost. See Acts 2:1ff. 
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religion, and the restitution of earthly utopia are perhaps best represented by his 1544 work 
De orbis terrae concordia. Above all else, the utility of De orbis is missionary. Postel is often 
cited for his religious universalism, and indeed De orbis is chiefly concerned with 
demonstrating that common foundational doctrines are shared by the three major 
monotheistic religions, with special attention devoted to illuminating the congeniality of the 
Bible and the Qur'an.21 Postel believed in the kind of common human intellect proposed by 
Averroes and chastised as atheistic by Aquinas. If humans, regardless of their diverse cultural 
environments, are all predisposed to think the same way, then they will by necessity arrive at 
similar conclusions about the deity. In this way Muslims, Jews, and Christians will find that 
they agree on more essential points than they are aware, with disagreements involving mostly 
adiaphora. 
 But he also makes extraordinarily clear that Christianity constitutes the best and truest 
manifestation of these common doctrines. Furthermore, the global religio-political entity 
Postel anticipated lacks the democratic and communistic qualities of More's Utopia. Instead, 
Postel envisions a world-wide monarchy ruled by Francis I of France (r. 1515-1547); Postel 
would treat in detail his rationale that the Kings of France were the rightful, divinely 
ordained claimants of a world-wide monarchy in his treatise Les raisons de la monarchie 
(1551). The argumentation of Les raisons is overwhelmingly linguistic: a major point is that, 
according to a common folk etymology, the Hebrew word gallus means “he who came over 
the waves.” Postel takes this as evidence that the Gauls may be identified as the decedents of 
Noah, or those who survived the Flood. (Postel seems not to have been bothered by the fact 
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that, according to the Table of Nations, all of humanity to live after the Flood is descended 
from Noah.)22 Indeed language is the matrix through which Postel understood all of human 
history and ethnology, as well as all world religions. The pivotal role reserved for linguistic 
study in the realization of global utopia is pervasive in De orbis, for language is both a tool 
and a crucial piece of evidence in the endeavor to prove essential similarities between 
religions and cultures. 
 Like Robert Wakefield, Postel identified Hebrew as the prima lingua spoken before 
the confusio linguarum, as well as the mater lingua from which all subsequent languages are 
derived. His treatise De originibus seu de hebraicae lingua (1538), as the title suggests, is 
devoted to demonstrating these beliefs. Much of Postel's “evidence” that multiple world 
languages are derived from Hebrew relies on specious etymologies in the vein of Isidore's 
Etymologiae. As noted in Chapter One, Wakefield indulges in similarly questionable 
practices in his Oratio, apparently operating under the assumption that the presence of 
loanwords demonstrate a developmental relationship between any given number of 
languages. Of course Wakefield's observation of shared vocabulary between Hebrew, Arabic, 
and Aramaic is in fact a result of such a relationship. But he was right for the wrong reasons. 
Arabic and Aramaic did not evolve from Hebrew, but instead all three evolved via various 
processes from Proto-Semitic. 
 As was also suggested in the previous chapter, much of the linguistic work done in 
More's time focused exclusively on alphabets, and in this vein Postel viewed alphabets as the 
best way to demonstrate the common derivation of world languages. His 1538 Lingvarvm 
duodecim characteribvs differentivm alphabetvm, like the De originibus of the same year, 
seeks to demonstrate that Hebrew is the mater lingua. But instead of focusing on 
                                                 
22 Eco (1995), p. 77.  
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etymologies, as the title suggests Linguarum duodecim compares the Hebrew alphabet with 
those used to write 11 other languages.23 Postel believes that the similarities he finds in the 
shape and phonetic values of these diverse characters serves as further proof that all these 
languages were derived form the Hebrew original. 
 While the utopian visions of both More and Postel share an emphasis on language, 
they also share common ideas about religious universalism. While the objective of Postel's 
De orbis is to demonstrate the presence of shared core doctrines among religions, the various 
religious expressions of the Utopians are constrained only by the mandatory adherence to 
three core beliefs: the immortality of the soul, the existence of divine providence, and the 
recognition of a system or rewards and punishments after death. These are core religious 
doctrines that, in the Utopians' estimation, can be deduced by all men according to their right 
reason. 
 While ideas of religious universalism undoubtedly found new appeal during and the 
years immediately preceding the Reformation, such theories were not unique to the sixteenth 
century. Before they were utilized for counter-Reformation purposes, universalist ideas were 
marshaled for missionary objectives, most notably in attempts to convert to Christianity 
adherents of the other Abrahamic religions: Judaism and Islam. A foundational champion of 
universalist ideas was the Catalonian Franciscan Ramon Llull, who together with Roger 
Bacon, we will recall, successfully petitioned the Council of Vienne to mandate instruction in 
Hebrew, Arabic, Aramaic, and Greek at the major European universities (though such 
                                                 
23 In addition to Hebrew, the alphabets included are Chaldean (Syriac Aramaic), Transfluvial (Samaritan, which 
Postel posits “prisca Hebraica est”), Arabic, Indian (Ge'ez), Greek, Georgian (which Postel also refers to as 
“Jacobite,” and is in reality a Coptic alphabet), Tzervian (the Glagolitic script, used to write Slavic languages in 
use from circa the ninth-eighteenth centuries), Illyrican (also referred to by Postel as “Hieronymanian,” as it is 
the traditional alphabet of Jerome's Dalmatian vernacular), Armenian, and Latin. This totals only 11 alphabets, 
but Postel reckons “Samaritana” and “transitu fluminis” are different alphabets, when in reality he provides two 
fonts of the same script. 
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instruction would not be realized anywhere for nearly 200 years). Llull took to heart the 
beliefs of Francis of Assissi, the patron of his order, in that he emphasized revelation through 
the study of natural world according to the belief that creation is imbued with the nature of 
the Godhead. Since all entities, material and intellectual, originate from and reflect this 
common source, Lull conceived of a unity and correspondence among all things and spent 
much of his considerable energies endeavoring to systematize and illuminate this unity.24 
 Completed in its revised form in 1305, Llull's Ars Magna contains a series of figures 
that can be used to derive various syllogistic propositions and premises through the means of 
combination. The tabula generalis is a table of six columns and nine rows. The nine rows are 
delineated by the letters B-K (there is no J in the Latin alphabet), while the first column 
contains the nine principia absoluta. The remaining five columns contain nine each of 
principia relativa, questiones subiecta, virtutes, and vita. The reader uses four figures to 
create various combinations of the principia absoluta with the letters B-K in the subsequent 
columns of the tabula generalis, thus constructing a great possible number of propositions. 
The fourth figure, which is a rotating wheel comprised of three concentric circles, allows the 
reader to combine B-K in groups of three letters, resulting in 1,680 possible combinations 
(this is made possible by the addition of T, which is a kind of place marker that allows the 
reader to differentiate between principia absoluta and principia relativa, as determined in the 
second figure).25  
 Ars Magna enjoyed great popularity in the Renaissance and beyond, due to the 
                                                 
24 See “Lully, Raymond” in The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious Knowlege vol. VII, ed. Samuel 
Macauley Jackson (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1977), p. 65. 
 
25 For the number of possible combinations in the fourth figure, I have relied on Eco's (1993) accounting, p. 61. 
For an in-depth study of the mechanisms of the tabula generalis and the four figures, together with their rules of 
usage described by Lull in Ars Magna, see Ehrard W. Platzeck, “La combinatoria lulliana,” Revista de filosofia 
12 (1953): 575-609 and 13 (1954): 125-165. 
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perception that the epistemological systems it describes could be used to identify the 
intersections of all conceivable categories of knowledge, thereby demonstrating the 
universality of Truth. But as Eco and others have noted, the possible propositions are 
unabashedly designed to confirm established “truths” endorsed by Church teaching. Unlike 
Kabbalah or the Arabic Zairja (an astronomical device that also generated ideas and premises 
through the use of concentric, rotating wheels) upon which Llull's system is based, Ars 
Magna is not designed to uncover unknown information about the world, but to systematize 
and reconfirm preconceived beliefs and assumptions.26 It is true that, from the seventeenth 
century onward, the work's missionary utility fell by the wayside in favor of its perceived 
application to the natural sciences. But Llull composed Ars Magna primarily as a mechanism 
by which to convert Muslims. The universal truths that Llull's schema could supposedly 
illuminate were designed to demonstrate those concepts that Islam held in common with 
Christianity, and from there to prove logically erroneous those concepts which it did not. 
Indeed Llull composed a number of polemical dialogues, such as Liber de quinque 
sapientibus and Liber de gentili et tribus sapientibus which feature Christian figures 
delineating, for the benefit of “Saracen” interlocutors, the superiority of Christianity over 
Islam.27 Llull also carried out a number of missionary trips to North Africa, most notably in 
and around Tunis. If legend is to be believed, these activities cost him his life but won him 
martyrdom, for in the winter of 1314 he is said to have been stoned to death by the residents 
                                                 
26 Eco (1995), p. 69. For the influence of zairja on Ars Magna, see David Link, “Scrambling T-R-U-T-H: 
Rotating Letters as a Material form of Though” in Variantology 4: On Deep Time Relations of Arts, Sciences, 
and Technology in the Arabic-Islamic World and Beyond, ed. Siegfried Zielinski and Eckhard Fuerlus (Cologne: 
König, 2010), p. 258ff.  
 
27 Liber de quinque features dispute between Roman, Greek, Nestorian and Jacobite Christians, together with a 
Muslim “Saracen.” The dispute in Liber de gentili is between Christian, a pagan, a Jew, and a Saracen. See the 




of Bugia, in present day Algeria, who had grown weary of his invectives against their 
religion and its prophet. 
 A native of Majorca, where he spent the majority of his adult life, Llull lived among 
Muslims and is said to have learned Arabic from a Moorish slave, whom he may or may not 
have purchased expressly for this purpose. Llull was successful in the cultivation of a 
considerable facility in that language, for he wrote at least two anti-Islamic treatises in 
Arabic, Alchindi and Telif, though both are now lost.28 Perhaps informed by his own 
linguistic studies and his sponsorship of linguistic instruction at the Council of Vienne, Llull 
recognized that language presented an obstacle to the recognition of universal ideas. Indeed 
language barriers were largely responsible for obfuscating the kind of religious and 
ideological universalism that he promoted. It was his intention that the reduction of principia 
absoluta et relativa to alphabetic symbols, and the representation of the multitudinous 
relationships between these principia by means of the various combinations of just three 
letters, could make his universalist ideas universally accessible.29 Never mind the fact that, in 
order to properly make use of the apparatus presented in Ars Magna, one must be prepared to 
read several hundred pages of Latin prose. 
 As Richard Marius has succinctly put it, the “Utopians possess a natural religion since 
it comes from their own perceptions as virtuous human beings and not through some special, 
historical revelation such as the appearance of God to Moses or of Christ to the world.”30 
Lacking access to the New Testament (we will recall that Hythloday packed in his trunk 
                                                 
28 On these lost Arabic treatises, see Charles H. Lohr “Ramon Llull, Liber Alquindi and Liber Telif,” Studia 
Lulliana 12 (1968): 145-160. 
 
29 Eco (1995), p. 54. 
 
30 Marius, (1974), p. 171. 
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many works of Greek philosophy and science, but neglected to include the Greek Scriptures), 
and having no religious texts of their own composition, the Utopians seek revelation chiefly 
through two sources: by their own right reason and through observation of the natural world. 
Among the scientific books brought by Hythloday (or in this case, by his crew mate Tricius 
Apinatus) are “some small treatises by Hippocrates, and that summary of Galen known as 
Microtechne” (63). The Utopians are fond of the medical sciences because they allow them 
to more fully understand God's creations. And what among those creations is more worthy of 
study than Man, who was made in the divine image? Immediately following Hythloday's 
mention of these medical texts, he tells us that: 
 They [the Utopians] think when they thus explore the secrets of nature, they are 
gratifying not only to themselves but the Author and Maker of Nature. They suppose 
that, like other artists, he created this visible mechanism of the world to be admired– 
and by whom, if not by man, who is alone in being able to appreciate such an intricate 
object? Therefore he is bound to prefer a careful observer and sensitive admirer of his 
work before one who, like a brute beast, looks on the grand spectacle with stupid and 
blockish mind. 
 
Thus the Utopians observe creation as both a source of revelation and a form of worship. 
Later in the text, Hythloday states explicitly that “they think that the careful investigation of 
nature, and the sense of reverence arising from it, are acts of worship to God” (82). The 
belief that studying nature can bring them closer to God is reminiscent of Llullian thought, as 
is the idea that right reason can be applied to these natural observations to determine 
universal truths about the divinity. They contend that the veracity of the three essential 
doctrines to which every Utopian must ascribe is demonstrable through reason alone, and it is 
due to this belief that they seek to cure by means of reasonable debate those who dissent 
from these doctrines. The man who does not, for instance, recognize that “after this life vices 
are to be punished and virtue rewarded” is not punished, but rather given the opportunity to 
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inevitably realize that his views are contrary to reason (80): 
 They do not compel him by threats to dissemble his views, nor do they tolerate in the 
matter any deceit or lying, which they detest as next door to deliberate malice. The 
man may not argue in the presence of the common people in behalf of his opinion; 
but in the presence of priests and other important persons, they not only permit but 
encourage it. For they are confident that in the end his madness will yield to reason 
[ratio]. (81) 
 
 It is an understatement to say that More was significantly less serous about, and less 
committed to, ideas of religious universalism than either Llull or Postel. As discussed in the 
previous chapter More, rather unlike Erasmus, viewed revelation as both ongoing and 
expanding beyond the confines of the Scriptures. According to More's religious imagination, 
there was much to learn about the divinity through the observation of creation, and it was a 
common assumption among his humanist precursors such as Pico and Ficino that all religions 
must have in common some number of universal doctrines.31 But the idea that Christian 
orthodoxy can be reduced to three essential doctrines– and that these doctrines are sufficient 
to demonstrate essential agreement between Christianity and Islam or Judaism– is a reductive 
one. But Utopia is by nature a reductive text, exchanging the nuance of reality for the 
simplicity of the idealistic. It is true that the Utopian religion purports to officially sponsor 
only those doctrines that are readily apparent to all rational men (“nothing is seen or heard in 
the churches that does not square with all the creeds”), and for this reason a wide variety of 
liturgical manifestations are said to be tolerated (86). But like the “universal” religion 
postulated by Llull and Postel, the Utopian religion in practice is weighted to favor an 
observably Roman Catholic expression. Their priests wear special vestments imbued with 
“certain symbolic mysteries,” as do Catholic priests. Their churches, which “are beautifully 
constructed, finely adorned, and large enough to hold a great many people” certainly sound 
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like the great cathedrals of Europe, as does the detail that “their interiors are all rather dark” 
because “dim light tends to concentrate the mind and encourage devotion” (85). Liturgical 
practices, including the Utopians' wont to “light incense, scatter perfumes, and burn a great 
number of candles” resembles Catholic liturgy, as does the great importance of music in 
Utopian worship. In that Utopian liturgical music is able to perfectly express pious feeling, 
its superiority to European liturgical music resembles the superiority of the Utopian tongue to 
the various European vernaculars: “all their music, both vocal and instrumental, renders and 
expresses natural feelings, and perfectly matches the sound to the subject” (87). 
 We can assume that the similarities between Utopian and Roman Catholic devotion 
will only increase over time, as a great many Utopians not only accept Hythloday's 
missionary activities eagerly, but also express a keen desire to adopt sacramental theology. 
Hythloday wonders if it is “through the mysterious inspiration of God, or because 
Christianity is very like the religion already prevailing among them” that “no small number 
of them chose to join our communion, and received the holy water of baptism” (79). Any 
Christian layman can perform the rite of baptism, but the absence of an ordained priest 
among Hythloday's retinue prevents the Utopians from receiving all the sacraments. It is for 
this reason that the Utopians, anxious to receive the full edifying power of the Church, 
“dispute vigorously among themselves whether a man chosen from among themselves could 
be considered a priest, even if not ordained by a Christian bishop.” 
 While More suggests in more subtle terms that his own religion and denomination is 
superior to all other possible manifestations of Utopian worship, Postel made clear that 
Roman Catholicism was the best manifestation of his universal religion. But in a Christian 
world on brink of devotional crisis, More's vision of rarified religion urges Christians to 
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loosen their fixation on paltry doctrinal squabbles and to recognize their shared communion 
in the essentials. There is no real reason for Christians to argue with Christians; it's all a 
tremendous misunderstanding. If only there were a register of communication in which 
misunderstanding were impossible. If only men possessed a perfect language. 
The Demystification of Hebrew: Vernacular as Prima Lingua 
 As we know, Postel's vision of religio-political utopia failed to materialize, as did 
More's more pragmatic wish to see Christendom remain unified under a single Church 
catholic. The advent of national Churches further divided the ever fragile political unity of 
Christendom, while further fomenting nationalistic allegiances. These phenomena were 
reflected in the search for the prima lingua, when philologists turned away from Hebrew and 
began to make arguments that identified the prima lingua with various national and regional 
vernaculars. 
 The celebration of vernacular was popularized by Dante's De vulgari eloquentia (c. 
1302-1305), well before the nationalistic movements of the seventeenth century. Dante never 
claims that Florentine was the universal language spoken before Babel, and indeed he 
supposes with the majority of his contemporaries that Hebrew is the prima lingua. He does 
insist, however, that Florentine is the most “eloquent” (eloquens) of all vernaculars. But the 
pith of the treatise consists of Dante's wider claim that vernaculars in general are better suited 
to human expression than “grammatical” (grammatica) languages. Failing to account for the 
fact that Latin was for centuries in Rome and many parts of the Empire the language of daily 
life and commerce, Dante defines a “vernacular” as a language learned from birth, acquired 
without formal instruction: 
 … vulgarem locutionem appellamus eam qua infantes assuefiunt ab assistentibus cum 
primitus distinguere voces incipiunt; vel, quod brevius dici potest, vulgarem 
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locutionem asserimus quam sine omni regula nutricem imitantes accipimus. 
 
 I call “vernacular speech” that which infants acquire from those attending them when 
they first begin to distinguish voices; or, to put it more briefly, I assert vernacular 
speech as that which we learn from imitating our nurses, without any formal 
instruction.32 
 
Dante's argument here is certainly reminiscent of later assumptions about the supremacy of 
the prima lingua, in that the natural and inherent are better communicative qualities than the 
artificial or constructed.33 
 In 1569 Johannes Goropius Becanus argued in his Origines Antwerpianae that 
Brabantian was the prima lingua, spoken by Adam and Eve in Eden and by all mankind 
before Babel; for that matter Eden, according to Becanus, was located in the Province of 
Brabant.34 Reminiscent of Postel's identification of the French as the descendants of Noah, 
much of Becanus' argumentation relies on false etymologies. He also assumes the above-
noted correspondence between simplicity and antiquity, observing that Brabantian 
vocabulary is largely made up of monosyllabic words: short words, he reckons, must be old 
words.35 Becanus' argument was reaffirmed in 1612 by Abraham Mylius in his Lingua 
belgica.36 Olaus Rudbeck made the case for Swedish as the prima lingua (or at least the 
closest extant derivative thereof) in Atlantica sive Mannheim vera Japheti (1675), while 
Georg Philipp Harsdorffer, in his Frauenzimmer Gesprachspiele (1614), insisted that German 
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33 See Umberto Eco's discussion of DVE in The Search for the Perfect Language (Oxford, UK: Blackwell 
Publishers Ltd., 1995), pp. 36-52. 
 
34 See Almond's (1999) discussion on Becanus, p. 132. 
 
35 Eco (1995), p. 96. 
 




represented nature more aptly than any other language.37 So prevalent were completing 
claims for various vernaculars as the original and/or best language that Andreas Kempe 
parodied the phenomenon in Die Sprachen des Paradises (1688), in which God speaks 
Swedish, Adam Danish, and the serpent French.38 In The Alchemist, Ben Jonson's Mammon 
tells Surly that Adam authored an alchemical treatise in High Dutch, “which proves it was the 
primitive tongue.”39 
 In England, linguistic nationalism was applied to the purpose of religious polemic in 
Matthew Parker's quest to recover Anglo-Saxon manuscripts of ecclesiastical import. Parker's 
goal was to demonstrate the existence of a British Church that predated Roman “corruption” 
and ministered in the vernacular as a crucial precedent for the Church of England's 
legitimacy. Indeed similar efforts were underway on the continent, as Parker's endeavor was 
instigated by Matthais Flacius Illyricus's Magdeburg Centuries (1559-1574), an ecclesiastical 
history that sought to establish continuity in Christian devotion from the Apostolic Church to 
the various Reformed Churches of the sixteenth century. 
 As opportunities for the study of Hebrew increased throughout Europe and 
knowledge of the language became both deeper and more widespread, the kinds of fantastical 
assumptions and assertions about the language that were common in the early sixteenth 
century decreased dramatically. Hebrew of course is not especially simple, nor does it 
possess an expressive capacity significantly greater than other languages. Prolonged and 
serious study will reveal that claims to the contrary are imaginary. Advancements in the 
fields of philology and comparative linguistics also revealed a more accurate depiction of 
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linguistic development. By the 1680s Thomas Browne expressed skepticism towards the very 
historical reality of a universal prima lingua.40 Reality persevered, but Christian Hebraica 
became considerably less intriguing for it.
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CHAPTER 3: SALVATION AS CRUSADE IN SPENSER’S LEGEND OF HOLINESS  
 Book I of The Faerie Queene is a verse narrative that features a knight errant who 
wears the crusading badge of the Templars, engages in battle with Saracen warriors, is under 
the constant threat of conversion away from true religion, and whose primary objective is the 
recovery of a distant land of Christian significance from the occupation of a religious other. 
Narrative elements including magic, mistaken identities, and chivalric virtues are present, as 
are stock figures such as (both true and false) damsels in distress, monsters, and giants. 
Generically speaking, then, Book I is a crusade romance, derived from the tradition of the 
chansons de geste and following closely upon the heels of Tasso's topical rehabilitation of the 
genre, Gerusalemme Liberata. While the Spenser Encyclopedia features a lengthy entry on 
“romance,” the emphasis rests overwhelmingly on Books V and VI, paying little heed to the 
status of Book I as an example of this genre. There is no entry on the Crusades, nor are there 
entries on Islam, Muslims, Saracens, Turks, Jerusalem, or the Holy Land. 
 More-recent scholarship has witnessed an increasing interest in the generic influences 
of medieval crusade narratives upon Book I, a fine example being the work of Lee Manion. 
Manion does an impressive job tracing the correspondences between Book I of The Faerie 
Queene and texts such as Capystranus and Sir Isumbras. But the similarities he uncovers 
lead him to downplay the efforts undergone by Spenser to adapt the genre to suit the 
circumstances of his own time, place, and poetic goals. Manion concludes that Spenser's 
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poem is “ultimately less critical of the crusading past than most scholars have presumed.”1 It 
is my view, however, that this statement is rather untrue. As a decidedly Roman Catholic 
tradition, the historical reality of the Crusades, as well as the religious significance attached 
to them, were extremely problematic for a Protestant poet working with explicit and specific 
doctrinal themes. There has been, to my knowledge, no study of Book I devoted primarily to 
examining Spenser's efforts of generic adaptation in light of the actual objectives of the 
medieval crusading project as Spenser's contemporaries would have understood them. I will 
argue that Book I engages with and adapts a number of crusading themes that were not only 
established in the same moments that the crusading project was conceived, but persisted 
demonstrably in popular thought well into the sixteenth century in England. 
The Idea of Crusade from Clermont to the Armada 
 Traditionally, the inception of the Crusades is identified with the council convened at 
Clermont, Auvegne, in the Duchy of Aquitaine, during the latter half of November 1095. A 
synod of both ecclesiastics and temporal lords, the agenda of the Council of Clermont was 
various. Items for discussion concerned the ongoing Benedictine Reform and the pax et 
truega dei, as well as a reconsideration of the excommunication of Philip I of France, who in 
1092 had married Bertrade de Montfort despite the fact that she was already wed to Fulk IV, 
Count of Anjou. But the most consequential event of the Council is the speech delivered by 
Urban II on the penultimate day of its convocation, the 27th. In this speech, Urban called for 
western Christendom to take up arms against the Muslim inhabitants of territories formerly 
possessed by the Eastern Empire. There is no extant manuscript of Urban's speech in his own 
hand, if ever such a document existed. But we do have roughly half a dozen recollections of 
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(Cambrige University Press, 2014), p. 158. 
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this oration, composed anywhere from 10 to 20 years after the date of its delivery at 
Clermont, preserved in various chronicles of the period. As is typical of medieval 
narratology, each author brings to his recounting a unique mixture of what was said and what 
he supposed ought to have been said, as well as how these words were and should have been 
received. But, together with these sundry differences, there are also several consistencies 
throughout the versions that give some indication of what Urban probably said in “the speech 
that launched the Crusades.”2 
 From these sources we are able to identify three major themes that would come to 
shape the conception of crusading– together with its objectives and motivations– for the next 
several centuries. As we will see, if Spenser wished to adapt the genre of crusade-romance to 
suit his allegory of Holiness in Book I of The Faerie Queene, he would be obliged to 
acknowledge and alter these themes to meet his own allegorical goals. The first two themes 
that pervade the chronicle versions concern the objectives of the crusading project, as defined 
by the Papacy. These include the liberation of Christians living within or traveling through 
Muslim-occupied lands from various abuses real or imagined, and the liberation of sites and 
locations sacred to Christianity from the supposed ill-uses of the Muslim populace. The third 
theme describes the primary motivation for participation in the crusading project: the 
remission of sins, most notably by means of indulgence. 
 The version of Robert the Monk, composed anywhere from 12-25 years after 
Clermont, contains the most scathing vituperation of the Muslim inhabitants of the Levant 
                                                 
2 There exist several analyses of the chronicle versions to this end. For example, Dana Carleton Munro, “The 
Speech of Pope Urban II at Clermont, 1095,” The American Historical Review 9.2 (Jan., 1906): 231-242, 
inventories roughly 20 concerns throughout the versions, cataloguing their presence, absence, and character in 
each. Georg Strack, “The Sermon of Urban II in Clermont and the Tradition of Papal Oratory,” Medieval 
Sermon Studies 56 (2012): 30-45, seeks to account for variations between the versions by situating each within 
distinct rhetorical traditions. Jean Richard's The Crusades: c. 1071- c.1291 (Cambridge UP, 1999) gives a 
succinct evaluation of likelihood of the several objectives claimed in the versions in light of the historical 
realities of late-eleventh-century Europe (pp. 19-27). 
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and Anatolia, as well as the most graphic description of the sundry tortures they are wont to 
inflict upon the Christian dimam within their realms.3 The insistence that western Christians 
take up arms to relieve the sufferings of their eastern brethren is made even more expedient 
by accounts of forced circumcision, beheading, and rape. One rather ingenious technique of 
evisceration described by Robert involves fastening Christians' bowels to a post in the middle 
of a circle while the poor wretches are made to walk about the circumference. Tortures 
wrought upon eastern Christians by their Muslim overlords are mentioned, in less visceral 
detail, by Balderic of Dol, while Fulcher of Chartres emphasizes the frequency with which 
Christians are exiled from their homes and kept as slaves in Muslim service.4 Guibert de 
Nogent laments the rough treatment of Christian pilgrims at the hands of Muslim locals who– 
in addition to extorting exorbitant tolls and fees of passage from these pious travelers– 
routinely beat, mutilate, and murder them if they are found unable to pay.5  
 The atrocities said to be wrought upon Christian residents and pilgrims were also 
imagined to be visited upon Christian holy sites. It was claimed that the Muslims living in the 
Holy Land were wont to desecrate and defile these sites and locations with varying degrees 
of malicious intent. Balderic's version devotes considerably more energy to lamenting the 
hostage status of Jerusalem than to the situation of that city's Christian denizens. He bemoans 
the idea that the city where Christ preached and died has been “reduced to the pollution of 
                                                 
3 Robert the Monk, Historia Hierosolymitana, (composed c. 1107-1120). Robert been tentatively identified as 
an abbot of Saint-Remi. He wrote Historia in an effort to update the poor Latin style of Bohemond I of 
Antioch's Gesta Francorum.  
 
4 Balderic, Historiae Hierosolymitanae libri IV (c. 1105). He was Bishop of Dol-en-Bretange from 1107 until 
his death in 1130. Fulcher was a priest who was present at Claremont in 1095, and may have heard Urban's 
speech firsthand. He participated in the First Crusade and remained in the service of Baldwin after the 
establishment of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, during which time he composed his Gesta Francorum Jerusalem 
Expugnantium (c. 1100-1105). 
 
5 Guibert, Dei gesta per Francos (c. 1107). He was a Benedictine monk who may have been present at the 
Council of Clermont.  
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paganism,” that the Church of the Blessed Mary is devoid of clerical personnel, and that 
“Turks” rob the alms and offerings from the Church of the Holy Sepulcher.6 In addition to 
this, he reports that countless churches, priories, and shrines throughout the region are used 
basely as stables for livestock and pack animals. In Robert's version, Urban regrets that 
Jerusalem, “situated at the center of the world,” is now “held captive” by God's enemies, its 
holy places “treated with ignominy and irreverently polluted with their filthiness.”7 Guibert's 
Urban urges would-be crusaders to “cleanse the Holy City and the glory of the Sepulchre, 
now polluted by the concourse of the Gentiles.”8 
 In the course of crusade historiography, one of the more cynical outlooks has posited 
that the episcopacy dreamed up the entire project as a way to remove the more-troublesome 
elements from European society: to give a particularly hostile portion of the population a 
mission that will allow them to exercise their violent tendencies and from which they were 
unlikely to return.9 This rather conspiratorial argument has largely been discounted by 
scholars of the Crusades. But it should be noted that Clermont was one of several councils 
convened since the Council of Narbonne (1054) that were devoted at least in part to settling 
the widespread feuding between the barons that threatened the stability of Frankish feudal 
society. As such, the versions of Fulcher, Robert, Guibert, and Balderic all emphasize the 
physical, material, and mortal violence rife in European society, and urge Christians to turn 
their swords away from their co-religionists and towards the Muslim other. If the chronicles 
                                                 
6 English translation by August C. Krey, The First Crusade: The Accounts of Eyewitnesses and Participants 
(Princeton UP, 1921), p. 33. 
 
7 English translation by Dana C. Munro, “Urban and the Crusaders” in Translations and Reprints from the 
Original Sources of European History, vol 1:2 (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1895), pp. 5-8. 
 
8 English translation by Krey (1921), pp. 36-40. 
 
9 Richard (1999), pp. 20-21. 
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versions are to be trusted, then Urban sought to capitalize on this domestic strife to sell the 
crusading concept. European society is plagued with sin, he argued, and all members of 
society share in this collective guilt. Only society-wide engagement in the holy work of 
crusading can offer a solution of sufficient magnitude to rectify Christendom's spiritual 
affliction. But of course in practice, soteriological accounting can happen only on an 
individual basis, and indulgence would be offered to any Christian, however grand or modest 
his station, who was willing to set out eastward.10 
 There is variation among the sources, however, regarding the precise nature of 
Urban's promise regarding the issuance of indulgences. Robert's version offers the most 
comprehensive opportunity. The audience is urged to “undertake this journey for the 
remission of your sins, with the assurance of the imperishable glory of the kingdom of 
heaven.”11 What is being promised here is plenary indulgence for all who join the Crusades. 
In this instance, the total remission of sins functions in the place of both confession and 
penance, and is granted regardless of whether the crusader in question survives the campaign 
or perishes in the service of God. Fulcher's version is similar in that there is mention of 
neither confession nor penance, but it would seem that expiation is contingent upon giving 
one's life to the crusading cause. In this version, Urban promises that “all who die by the way, 
whether by land or sea, or in battle against the pagans, shall have immediate remission of 
sins.”12  The version of Balderic is perhaps the most stringent, in that those wishing to 
                                                 
10 There were exceptions to this open invitation, however, for those anathematized. For instance, Philip I of 
France, whose excommunication was upheld at the Council of Clermont, was barred from participation in the 
Crusades, though this did not prevent clerics from preaching the crusade in his realms. 
 
11 Munro (1895), p. 7. 
 




receive indulgence must both die (“may you deem it a beautiful thing to die for Christ in that 
city in which he died for us”) and have confessed themselves to a priest before so doing.13 
The clerical audience is instructed that only “when they [i.e., crusaders] have confessed the 
disgrace of their sins, do you, secure in Christ, grant them speedy pardon.”14 
 This lack of consensus among the chronicle versions of Urban's speech is indicative 
of a wider lack of clarity regarding the details of the Pope's offer of indulgences to 
prospective crusaders. There is, in fact, substantial variation between that which was 
recorded in the cannons of the Council and what Urban wrote and said in the months 
following the Council's conclusion. The canons record that Urban declared participation in 
the Crusades as a substitution for penance, so long as the task is motivated by “devotion 
alone” and not by greed or the desire to win glory.15 But further circumscription was added to 
this decree in Urban's September 1096 letter to the Bolognese. He assured the citizens of 
Bologna that “those who go for the good of their souls and the liberty of the churches... will 
be relieved of the penance for all of their sins, for which they have made full confession.”16 
The stipulation that crusaders' motives must be pious is consistent with the canons, but the 
inclusion of requisite confession (which would be reflected in Balderic's version roughly a 
decade later) is a new addition. Conversely, the letter he addressed to the Flemings a mere 
four months later contains no mention of sacramental stipulation. This letter suggests that 
                                                 
13 Krey (1921), p. 35. 
 
14 Ibid, p. 36. 
 
15  “Quicumque pro sola devotione, non pro honoris vel pecuniae adeptione, ad liberandam ecclesiam Dei 
Jerusalem profectus fuerit, iter illud pro omni poenitentia reputetur.” J.P. Migne, Patrologia Latina CLXII, p. 
717. This passage is quoted in Munro (1906), p. 238. 
 
16 Quoted in Strack, “Pope Urban II and Jerusalem: a re-examination of this letters on the First Crusade,” The 
Journal of Religious History, Literature and Culture 2:1 (2016): 51-70. 
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participation in the Crusades is in-and-of-itself tantamount to the reception of plenary 
indulgence: 
 Gallicanas partes visitavimus, eiusque terre principes et subditos ad liberationem 
Orientalium ecclesiarum, ex magna parte sollicitavimus, et huiusmodi procinctum pro 
remissione omnium peccatorum suorum, in Arvernensi concilio, celebriter eis 
injunximus.17 
 
 We visited regions of Gaul, and solicited for the most part the princes of the land and 
[their] subjects to the liberation of the eastern Churches, and we solemnly enjoined on 
them at the Arvergnat council [i.e., the Council of Clermont] a military undertaking 
for the remission of all their sins. 
 
 But despite variation in detail or tenor, the historical reality is that a firm relationship 
between crusading and indulgences had been established from the earliest possible moments. 
Indeed the idea of indulgence remained forward in the sixteenth-century conception of 
crusading, and the people who lived in that century were provided ample occasion to recall 
the age of crusading and consider its bearing on events unfolding in their contemporary 
world. There had been, after all, recurrent tension between Europe and the Ottoman Empire 
since the fall of Constantinople in 1453. A more acute anxiety persisted since the early 1520s, 
when Suleiman the Magnificent captured Belgrade in 1521 and made his way up the Danube 
valley, unsuccessfully laying siege to Vienna in 1529 and again in 1532. Of course the most 
glaring distinction between the Crusades of 1095-1272 and Suleiman's campaigns of the 
early-to-mid 1500s was that now, in the sixteenth century, Christendom was on the defensive. 
Nonetheless, a number of contemporary skirmishes between the Ottomans and Latin 
Christians bore unmistakable crusading overtones. A prime example is the Great Siege of 
Malta of 1565, in which the Knights Hospitaller defended the island against Turkish 
invaders. Formed in the Levant in 1113 to care for and protect Christian pilgrims to the newly 
founded Kingdom of Jerusalem, the Hospitallers were born of the First Crusade. Together 
                                                 
17 Paul Riant, Inventaire critique des lettres historiqes des croisades (Paris, 1880), appendix ep. I, p. 221. 
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with the Templars, they were among the most formidable military force in the Second 
through Ninth Crusades. Granted Malta as a base of operations in 1530 by Charles I of Spain, 
little imagination was required to conjure up glorious and nostalgic reminiscences of the 
medieval campaigns when they successfully repelled the onslaught of Muslim adversaries. 
 A similar defensive action against Ottoman encroachment upon southeastern Europe 
was the 1571 Battle of Lepanto. Approximately twenty years after the conflict, an eighteen- 
or nineteen-year-old James VI of Scotland composed a short Virgilian epic in praise of the 
Christian victory over Suleiman's fleet. James' poem takes up one of the traditional objectives 
of crusade established by the chronicle versions of the Claremont speech by emphasizing the 
expedient need to liberate Christians oppressed by Muslim tyranny. James enthusiastically 
claims that “twelue thousand Christians conunted were / releeu'd from Turquish rod,” though 
he is likely referring to Christian galley slaves as the Holy League failed to press the victory 
and reclaim any erstwhile Christian territories under Ottoman rule.18  
 Despite the influence that the crusading tradition bore upon Lepanto, the poem also 
gestures in no subtle terms towards the internecine divides of post-Reformation Europe that 
made impossible the recurrence of unified Christian action against the Muslim world. The 
apology that prefaced the first printed edition of the poem (1591) addresses the criticism 
leveled at manuscript versions for its alleged praise of Roman Catholic (and Spanish) figures. 
Referring to the central role occupied by Don John of Austria, the illegitimate half-brother of 
Philip II of Spain, James responds that he “should seeme far contrary to [his] degree and 
religion, like a mercinarie Poet, to pen a worke, ex professo, in praise of a forraine Papist 
bastard.” James claims poetic license in the portrayal of historical fact, describing his poem 
                                                 
18 Quotations of Lepanto taken from His Majesty's Lepanto: or, Heroicall Song, being part of his Poeticall 
exercises at vacant houres (London: Simon Stafford and Henry Hooke, 1603). 
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as “poetike History of my comparison, wherein following forth the ground of a true history, 
(as Virgil or Homer did) like a painter shadowing with vmbers a portrait els drawne in grosse, 
for giuing it greater viuenes.” If this explanation is underwhelming, the Chorus Angelorum 
more convincingly demonstrates the deliberate qualification with which James lauds the 
successes of the Holy League. He reasons that if God is willing to grant such fortuitous 
victory to papists, despite their many and egregious doctrinal errors, how much more 
certainly can adherents of the “true” Christian religion be assured of divine favor: 
But prayse him more, if more can be, 
That so he loues his name, 
As he doth mercy shew to all 
That doe profess the same: 
And not alanerly to them 
Professing it aright. 
 
Unsurprisingly, the heavenly choir list among the faults of Roman doctrine matters 
soteriological, asserting that Catholics reckon themselves justified by their own merits. The 
choir also criticizes Catholic belief in the intercession of the saints: 
For since he shewes such grace to them 
That thinke themselues are just, 
What will he more to them that in 
His mercies only trust? [...] 
 And since he doth such fauor shew 
To them that fondly pray 
To other Mediatours, then 
Can help them any way: 
O how then will he fauour them, 
Who prayers doe direct 
Vnto the Lambe, whom onely he 
Ordaynd for that effect? 
 
 Perhaps the defense of Christian territory and lives from the Ottoman onslaught was 
motivation enough, for no indulgences were granted for participants in the Siege of Malta or 
Battle of Lepanto. But when Catholic Europe once again found itself on the offensive against 
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the perceived enemies of the Church– which after Elizabeth's excommunication by Pius V in 
1570 included Protestant England– indulgences were once again issued by the Holy See. 
Gregory XIII granted partial indulgences to all those who sailed with Thomas Stukeley to 
restore Roman Catholicism to English-occupied Ireland in 1578.19 This mission was clearly 
viewed as a kind of crusade, for Sebastian of Portugal requested of Gregory that Stukeley be 
allowed to divert some resources from Ireland to North Africa where the “enterprise... 
likewise is against infidels.”20 A 1585 bull of Sixtus V renewed the benefits granted by 
Gregory for campaigns against the Ottomans, and indulgences were extended to include 
those who sailed with the Duke of Medina against England in the Armada of 1588. This fact 
would have been widely known to English Protestants, for an English translation of the papal 
bull was printed in both the Netherlands and London, together with anti-Spanish and anti-
Catholic commentary, in the fall of that year. The tongue-in-cheek title of the translation 
illuminates the emphasis that the Protestant vantage point placed upon indulgence when 
thinking about these new manifestations of crusade: 
 “The Holy Bull, and Crusado of Rome: First published by the Holy Father Gregory 
XIII and afterwards renewed and ratified by Sixtus V, for all those which desire full 
pardon and indulgence of their Sinnes; and that for a little Money, to weet, for two 
Spanish Realls, viz. Thirteen Pence.”21  
 
Adapting Crusade as Salvation: From Indulgence to Sanctification 
 Crusade iconography continued to be applied to martial engagements of religious 
significance well into the sixteenth century, sometimes accompanied by the issuance of 
                                                 
19 See Christopher Tyerman, “England and the Crusades: 1095-1599” (University of Chicago Press, 1988), p. 
360. 
 
20 Quoted in Ibid, p. 360.  
 
21 See Somers Tracts, ed. Walter Scott (Edinburgh, 1809-1815), vol. 1, pp. 149-160. 
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indulgences. This fact helps to explain how and why the idea of crusade remained 
inextricably linked with indulgence in the post-Reformation English imagination, even half a 
millennium after the Council of Clermont. Due in part to the fact that the concept of 
indulgence was so widely despised in Protestant thought, the entire idea of crusade– held 
forth for centuries as a symbol of a glorious Christian past– became for some Englishmen a 
symbol of corruption and false doctrine. For John Foxe, the Crusades were not in and of 
themselves misguided. With its objective to liberate oppressed Christians, the Crusades could 
have and should have been a holy endeavor. But it was due the corruptions of the Roman 
Church under whose purview these campaigns were administered that they ultimately failed. 
In his History of the Turks, John Foxe reckons that: 
 Neither he [i.e., the Turk] nor we seek our justification as we should, that is, only by 
faith in the Son of God. And what marvel then, our doctrine being almost as corrupt 
as his, and our conversation worse, if Christ fight not with us, fighting against the 
Turk? The Turk hath prevailed so mightily, not because Christ is weak, but because 
Christians are wicked... I do believe, that when the church of Christ with the 
sacraments thereof shall be so reformed, that Christ alone shall be received to be our 
justifier, all other religions, merits, traditions, images, patrons, and advocates set 
apart, the sword of the christians... shall soon vanquish the Turks' pride and fury.22 
 
Foxe here asserts that the Crusades were ultimately unsuccessful because the Roman 
Catholic Church did not recognize the doctrine of sola fide. The belief that ritual, sacraments, 
intercessory prayer, votive images, and individual merit can contribute to salvation obliged 
God to snatch victory from the clutches of the Christian armies; only when the Church 
acknowledges that faith in Christ alone can win salvation will Providence allow Christendom 
to quell the Muslim threat. 
 If Spenser desired to compose his spiritual allegory of salvation within the genre of 
crusade romance, as well as compose an allegory that is congenial to Protestant doctrines, it 
                                                 
22 Foxe, Actes and Monuments VI.19, ed. M. Hobart Seymour (London: Scott, Webster, and Geary, 1838), p. 
371. This passage is in quoted in part by Tyerman (1988), p. 362. 
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is clear that he would have to both acknowledge and rework the conceptual link between the 
act of crusading and the institution of indulgence. The Roman Catholic claim upon the 
Crusades is at once undeniable and problematic for Spenser as a Protestant poet. Tasso, 
Spenser's most immediate predecessor in this genre, only made these Catholic associations 
more apparent and topical thanks to the clear counter-Reformation agenda of Gerusalemme 
Liberata. Considering this, it is clear that Spenser inherited a genre already recognized as 
appropriate for conveying soteriological ideas, but in a way that does not square with 
Reformed doctrines. Thus, in his efforts to adapt the genre to conform to his own doctrinal 
beliefs and goals, Spenser would have made a priority not of eradicating the relationship 
between crusade and salvation, but of reimagining it. Most obviously, the doctrine of sola 
fide does not allow for the contribution of works to salvation, and therefore participation in 
the Crusades cannot possess for Spenser the kind of soteriological value traditionally 
ascribed to it. But Spenser can approximate this soteriological value by emphasizing a 
process that is synergystic; that is to say, one that requires the cooperation of individual 
action and will with irresistible divine grace. Justification by faith, a process entirely 
monergystic, cannot meet Spenser's needs in this regard; after all, a soteriological step which 
requires no active participation on the part of the individual Christian would make for a dull 
twelve cantos of reading, indeed. But sanctification can meet Spenser's generic, narrative, 
and allegorical needs, especially if we look towards mortification, which describes the 
subjective experience of sanctifying grace working within the individual sinner. 
 There has been a scant amount of scholarship that examines Book I as an example of 
the crusade-romance genre, even with the increased attention that the topic of Islam and 
Early Modern literature has enjoyed over roughly the past decade. Part of the reason why 
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Spenser's engagement with and adaptation of crusading literature has been largely 
overlooked is that, I believe, established readings of Book I's soteriological allegory have 
precluded our ability to understand how Spenser reimagined the traditional link between 
crusading and salvation. To put it simply, reckoning that justification is the soteriological 
focus of Book I has hindered our understanding of both its narrative and its allegory. The 
mostly lively and informed debate regarding the precise soteriological doctrines that shape 
the allegory of Book I appeared in the mid 1980s through the late 1990s. The monographs of 
Athena Hume, Darryl Gless, and Carol Kaske express the range of possible interpretations 
concerning the relative contributions of free will and individual merit and of predestination 
and divine grace to one's ultimate salvation.23 Focusing heavily upon the final three cantos of 
Book I, the debate between these three scholars is largely centered upon the perceived 
contradiction between the poet's words at x.1 and Arthur's consolation of Una at vii.41. The 
poet, whose understanding of the allegory is presumably perfect and unassailable, proclaims 
that “if any strength we haue, it is to ill, / but all the good is Gods, both power and eke will.” 
Taken at face value, this statement affirms sola gratia in the most explicit terms possible. 
Applied to the allegory, such a proclamation must mean that Redcrosse is totally unable to 
contribute to his own salvation. But Arthur, the patron of magnanimity and a frequent 
christological type, posits that “he, that neuer would, / could neuer: will to might giues 
greatest aid.” This assurance– offered to a Una concerned by Redcrosse's poor spiritual 
condition following nine months in Orgolio's dungeon– claims that free will is able to aid or 
                                                 
23 Hume, Edmund Spenser: Protestant Poet (Cambridge UP, 1984): see especially pp. 72-106. Gless, 
Interpretation and Theology in Spenser (Cambridge UP, 1994): pp. 142-171. Kaske, Spenser and Biblical 
Poetics (Cornell UP, 1999): pp. 141-157. See also John N. King, Spenser's Poetry and the Reformation 
Tradition (Princeton UP, 1999): appendix, pp. 233-238; James Schiavoli, “Predestination and Free Will: The 
Crux of Canto X, Spenser Studies 10 (1992): 175-195; and Robin H. Wells, “Spenser's Christian Knight: 
Erasmian Theology in the Faerie Queene Book I,” Anglia 97 (1979): 360-366. 
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even facilitate divine grace in achieving salvation. 
 Hume neatly accounts for this problem by asserting that x.1 refers exclusively to the 
unregenerate. Citing William Perkins, she concludes that “after justification the regenerate 
human will could turn towards goodness and co-operate with God in the process of moral 
development.”24 Any possible distinctions between “moral” and “spiritual” development 
aside, Hume assumes that justification occurs only after Redcrosse Knight's tenure at the 
House of Holiness, and therefore the poet's admonition in the first stanza of the canto no 
longer applies to Redcrosse's situation at the canto's conclusion. Kaske also assumes that 
justification is the soteriological process featured in canto x. Her insistence upon the 
irreconcilability of x.1 and vii.42 rests on the assertion that contradiction was a pervasive and 
largely accepted condition of doctrinal understanding in late-sixteenth-century England. The 
fact that Kaske cites only those texts that she was able to confirm to have been present in the 
catalogues of contemporary Cambridge libraries lends much confidence to the notion that her 
argument reflects Spenser's own doctrinal imagination. Yet she perhaps fails to account for 
standard distinctions between flawed reality and idealized allegorical fiction. Gless's reading 
is decidedly more humanistic, focusing on the individual sinner's scrutiny of their own 
behaviors and circumstances in the search for “assurances” indicating their election or 
reprobation. As such, he accounts for apparent contradictions by arguing that Spenser 
designed cantos x-xii to allow for a variety of contrasting readings. In this way the poem 
mimics the uncertainty and interpretability of one's subjective soteriological experience. In 
the first chapter especially, Gless's book places great emphasis on the concept of cooperation 
between divine grace and human will. But his main concern in the treatment of canto x is 
demonstrating the simultaneous viability of Catholic and Protestant readings. Due to this, the 
                                                 
24 Hume, p. 68, original emphasis. 
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majority of argumentation is aimed at the doctrinal distinctions between these two 
confessions regarding the process of justification and reconciliation. In this way he appears to 
assume, as Hume does, that justification is the soteriological process described by the 
allegory of this canto. 
 While all three of these monographs boast generally well-conceived and illuminating 
arguments, they are all similarly hindered by their common over-emphasis on justification. 
The assumption that Redcrosse undergoes the process of justification at the House of 
Holiness seems to rest predominately on the anachronistic concept of ordo salutis, which 
taxonomizes the processes of salvation into rigidly ordered and distinctive steps. But the idea 
of ordered, consecutive steps to salvation arguably did not appear in the Church of England 
until the Westminster Assembly in 1646, while the term ordo salutis was not anywhere 
explicitly used until the early eighteenth century in Germany.25 If indeed Kaske's insistence 
upon the often ambiguous, frequently contradictory nature of doctrinal understanding in the 
decades immediately following the Elizabethan Settlement is accurate, it does not seem that 
so structured a view of soteriological process would have been tenable in Spenser's time. 
Nonetheless, in the retroactively constructed conceptions of Calvinist and Lutheran ordines 
salutis, justification is almost invariably preceded by repentance and regeneration.26 Thus the 
consensus of Spenserians has been that Redcrosse can not be justified as righteous until these 
traditionally prerequisite processes are complete. 
 This understanding seems to make sense in that x.23-32– featuring the allegorical 
figures of Penaunce, Repentaunce, and Remorse– describe Redcrosse's progression through a 
                                                 
25 See Robert Letham, The Westminster Assembly: Reading its Theology in Historical Context (Phillipsburg, NJ: 
P&R Publishing, 2009), p. 242ff. 
 
26 See Bruce Demarst, The Cross and Salvation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 1997), pp. 36-40. 
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rigorous program of atonement for his past sins. Symbolism of birth and rebirth is also 
heavily featured in these stanzas. Following his time with the penitential figures we are told 
that “Charissa, late in child-bed brought, / was waxen strong, and left her fruitful nest” 
(I.x.29). The implication is that Redcrosse is the child to which charity has given birth.27 
Similarly, Mercy is likened to a “carefull Nourse” who “her child from falling oft does reare” 
(I.x.35). Both instances imagine Redcrosse's renewed faith as a kind of rebirth or 
regeneration that restores him to the same state of sinlessness enjoyed by infants. 
 Following this, at x.33.4 and x.34.9 appear the key words “righteousnes” and 
“righteous,” while immediately preceding Redcrosse's ascent of Mount Contemplation we 
are told that “His mortall life he learned had to frame / In holy righteousness, without rebuke 
or blame” (I.x.45). It is correct to recognize that “righteousness” is a key soteriological term 
that refers specifically to the result of justification. But it is a mistake to assume that 
Redcrosse is not justified as righteous until he undergoes the program of repentance at the 
House of Holiness. The proper title of Book I is “The legend of the Knight of the Red Crosse, 
or of Holinesse,” and in the argument to the first canto that knight is identified as “The 
Patrone of true Holiness,” not of righteousness.28 Indeed when at viii.1 the poet laments “Ay 
me, how many perils doe enfold / The righteous man, to make him daily fall?” he is surely 
referring to Redcrosse, who in the succeeding stanzas will sin carnally with Duessa and be 
cast downwards into Orgoglio's hellish dungeon.29 Like Book I itself, the holy allegory 
described by Redcrosse's spiritual journey can be said to begin in media res. The Faerie 
                                                 
27 See Hamilton's note to these ll. 7-8. 
 
28 Emphasis added. 
 
29 At I.x.45n Hamilton posits that in this stanza is “the first and only time the knight is linked directly with the 
virtue of holiness.” Indeed the inclusion of the word “directly” makes this statement semantically unassailable, 
but taken at face value it is perhaps misleadingly fastidious. 
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Queene I is not Pilgrim's Progress, and as such we should not assume that at the outset of 
canto i the patron knight begins his quest at the very beginning of the ordo salutis (be that 
election, calling, faith, or something else). Spenser's emphasis upon Redcrosse's armor in the 
opening stanzas of canto i suggest the importance of recognizing that the action is both 
beginning as well as continuing. Of course we are informed at stanza one that Redcrosse 
“armes til that time neuer did he wield.” But nonetheless his Pauline armor of God bears “old 
dints of deepe woundes... / The cruell marks of many a bloodie field” indicating that, while 
untested, he shares in an inheritance of spiritual struggle as a member of the Church Militant 
(I.i.1).30 After all, the armor includes the “bloodie Crosse he bore, / The deare remembrance 
of this dying Lord,” and the poet makes clear that Redcrosse wears “that glorious badge” 
deliberately and with some awareness of its significance: he wears the cross for the “sweet 
sake” of Christ whom “dead as liuing euer him ador'd” (I.i.2). His adoration of Christ as well 
as his recognition of Christ's divine status (“Lord”) indicates that Redcrosse already 
possesses faith (though it is surely imperfect), a notion reinforced in the argument to canto v, 
when the poet refers to Redcrosse with the epithet “faithfull knight.” 
 Likewise, the mere act of donning the Pauline armor is at the very least indicative of 
his calling. The Letter to Raleigh recounts the drastic transformation undergone by Redcrosse 
at the court of Gloriana. Arriving there as a “tall clownishe young man” desirous of a 
“boone,” upon donning the armor and arms brought to Cleopolis by Una he “seemed the 
goodliest man in al that company” (LR ll. 53-54, 66). Of course the adverb “seemed” is 
loaded and urges caution in our estimation of the fledgling knight's actual abilities. But 
nonetheless, the instantaneous metamorphosis from churl to patron suggest that by donning 
the armor Redcrosse is indued with qualities imputed to him rather than inherent in him. 
                                                 
30 For Paul's armor of God, see Eph. 6.10-18. 
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Gless, in his entry on “The Armor of God” in The Spenser Encyclopedia, takes note of this 
episode in the Letter and determines that it “suggests his justification, his calling into the 
service of God, and the imputed goodness that calling entails.” The key observation here is 
that justification, from a Calvinist perspective at least, involves imputed righteousness, 
thereby indicating that the “dints” that riddle the armor are remnants of a spiritual struggle 
that Redcrosse himself did not undertake but nevertheless enjoys the benefits of. 
 In a construction similar to that found at viii.1, at vii.1 the poet condemns Duessa's 
“crafty cunning traine” that seeks “the guiltlesse man with guille to entertaine.” It seems 
difficult at this point in the narrative to reconcile the poet's assertion that Redcrosse is 
“guiltless” with his actual behaviors. In the preceding cantos he has abandoned Una and 
blatantly exhibited extreme wrath and pride, while in the immediately succeeding stanzas he 
will fornicate with Duessa. That Redcrosse is able to simultaneously sin (both venially and 
mortally) and be called “guiltless” can only be explained by his status as justified in the eyes 
of God. It is important to note that “guiltless,” in the context of justification by faith, should 
not be taken as synonymous with “innocent.” Justification by faith has to do with legal 
absolution, not behavioral reform. For Calvin, this is the crux of distinction between 
justification by faith and justification by works: 
...he who in whose life that purity and holiness will be found which deserves a 
testimony of righteousness before God's throne will be said to be justified by works, 
or else he who, by the wholeness of his works, can meet and satisfy God's judgement. 
On the contrary, justified by faith is he who, excused from the righteousness of 
works, grasps the righteousness of Christ through faith, and clothed in it, appears in 
God's sight not as a sinner but as a righteousness man.31 
 
Thus justification as righteous by faith in Christ need not connote exclusively righteous 
behavior, for through union with Christ the individual is imputed the merits of Christ's active 
                                                 
31 Institutes, III.xi.2. English translation from John T. McNeill (ed.) and Ford Lewis Battles (trans.), Calvin: 
Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1960). 
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obedience while the individual's sins are imputed to and abrogated by Christ's atonement 
upon the cross.32 Calvin, more so than Luther, insists upon the perseverance of the saints and 
as such viewed sanctification as an inevitable consequence of justification (or ultimately of 
predestination). In this conception the adoption of righteous behaviors and the cessation of 
sin is proper to this latter process, not to justification itself.33 
 Calvin frequently employs legal analogy when discussing justification, liking the 
righteous sinner to a defendant before a merciful divine magistrate. In the quote from 
Institutes above, the word rendered as “righteousness” is in the original Latin derived from 
the adjective iustus. The rendering of iustus and its various forms as “righteous” was a 
consistent practice in Early Modern English theological terminology. Spenser would almost 
certainly have been aware of its precise implications, and we can therefore assume that he 
uses the word purposefully. The translation practice itself can be traced back to Tyndale, in 
which he almost invariably translates words derived from the Hebrew root צדק and the Greek 
adjective δίκαιος as “rightwes” (OT MSS) or “righteous” (1526 NT). Jerome, in turn, has 
translated derivatives of both צדק and δίκαιος as iustus with equal consistency in his Latin 
Vulgate.34 Appropriate to Calvin's legalistic analogy of the magistrate and exonerated 
defendant, Tyndale's spelling “rightwes”35 is reminiscent of the word's Anglo Saxon 
etymology: the legal term rihtwis (right, just, justifiable), itself formed from the noun / 
                                                 
32 Ibid., III.xi.10 
 
33 Perseverance was arguably not codified as official doctrine until necessitated by Arminian challenges to 
predestination generally. The doctrine appears in Canons of Dort (1618-1619; see ch. V) and the the 
Westminster Confession of Faith (1646; see ch. XVII). For an examination of Hooker's distinction between 
“actual” and “habitual” righteousness, see Lee W. Gibbs, “Richard Hooker's via media Doctrine of 
Justification,” Harvard Theological Review 74.2 (Apr., 1981): 211-220. 
 
34 E.g., see Gen. 18:25 and Matt. 10:41. 
 
35 It should be noted that in select scriptural locations, Wycliffe similarly translated Jerome's iustus and its 
derivatives as riȝ twiis (e.g. 1 Kings 24:18). 
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substantive riht (justice, law) + the adjective wis (wise, prudent, experienced).36 
 Like “righteousness,” “holiness” had acquired a similar degree of specificity in 
sixteenth-century theological language. C. T. Onions, defining “holy” as that which is “kept 
apart for religious use,” notes that this word is “the regular equiv[alent] of L. sanctus, 
sacer.”37 This is true insofar as the sixteenth-century vernacular translations almost invariably 
render Jerome's sanctus as “holy.”38 The etymology of “holiness” attests to the notion that 
this word corresponds to a soteriological status more advanced than the condition of 
“righteousness.” “Holy” is derived from the Anglo Saxon adjective halig, which can mean 
“tame” or “pacific.” In locations such as the Anglo Saxon Gospels and the Vespasian Psalter, 
halig was used to communicate more explicitly religious ideas such as “sacred” or “godly.” 
But halig is closely related to the adjective hal, meaning simply “whole” or “intact,” thus the 
second class weak verbs halian and the later halgian which mean “to heal, fix, remedy” and 
“to sanctify, consecrate,” respectively.39 As these etymologies suggest, the condition of being 
“holy” communicates a sense of spiritual “wholeness,” but a wholeness that is achieved 
rather than inherent, a contrast that Calvin picks up on when he speaks of the “wholeness 
of... works” in the above quotation.  
 Calvin's dichotomous conception of justification, which posits that justification is 
achieved by works or by faith, suggests that the allegory of Book I describes neither. The 
contrast between Redcrosse's initial battle with Errour and his final battle with the Dragon 
                                                 




38 Jerome's sanctus often stands in for Hebrew words derived form the root קדש and Greek words derived from 
adj. Ἅγιος. Tyndale uses the word “holy” and its derivatives over 400 times and “sacred” zero times in this 
translations of the Hebrew and Greek scriptures. “Sacred” appears only twice in the 1560 Geneva translation. 
 
39 See J.R. Clark Hall (Ed.), A Concise Anglo-Saxon Dictionary, 4th ed. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1960). 
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indicates that the allegorical focus is neither a wholly monergistic process (such as 
justification by faith), nor a process achieved exclusively by human will (such as justification 
by works). Instead, Redcrosse's battle with Errour, the very first martial encounter of the 
hitherto untested knight, illustrates the importance of synergism in the allegory of Book I. In 
her famous exhortation, “Add faith vnto your force,” Una does not ask Redcrosse to remove 
his active will from the equation, but rather to not rely exclusively upon it (I.i.19). Indeed he 
does not diminish his “force” at all, but rather increases it when he “knitting all his force got 
one hand free” and “grypt [Errour's] gorge with so greate paine” that she is forced to “loose 
her wicked bands.” While the force of human will is enough to transiently resist doctrinal 
error, it is in and of itself insufficient to eradicate it outright. The finishing blow requires 
“more then manly force,” or a force that exceeds that of human ability and is presumably a 
function of divine grace. But again it is important to note that the “forces” at work are 
additive: the superhuman force works in addition to, and not in place of, Redcrosse's own 
will (I.i.24). Nonetheless, in the end Redcrosse's victory over this particular manifestation of 
doctrinal error is not sustainable because his concern is with worldly glory and not with 
spiritual development (“fearefull more of shame, / Then of the certein perill he stood in”). As 
such he continues to sin, indicating that God will extend grace to the sinner justified as 
righteous even though his behaviors are less-than-righteous in themselves. 
 Redcrosse's behavior in this early encounter contrasts markedly with his battle against 
another serpentine foe: the Dragon of canto xi. In the former episode Redcrosse fights the 
majority of the battle with his bare hands. When he finally “raft her hatefull head” we are left 
to wonder when exactly he drew his sword, as Spenser places no emphasis upon the weapon 
itself. But the Sword of Scripture, and indeed all the Pauline arms, plays a much more 
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explicit role in the penultimate canto of Book I. As has often been noted, the grammar of 
stanza xi.53 suggests that his sword, not Redcrosse himself, ultimately defeats the dragon:40 
…the weapon bright 
Taking advantage of his [i.e., the Dragon's] open iaw, 
Ran through his mouth with so importune might, 
That deep emperst his darksome hollow maw, 
And back retyrd, his life blood forth with all did draw. 
 
The weapon is the subject of the active verbs “take,” “ran,” “emperst,” “retyrd”, and “did 
draw”; that is to say, it is the subject of every verb in these five lines. Not only does the 
sword seem to recognize opportunity and thrust itself into the dragon's open maw, but it even 
removes itself therefrom, suggesting a total and complete lack of action the part of 
Redcrosse. But this should be taken to emphasize the contribution of grace, and not 
necessarily to diminish that of Redcrosse. Perhaps this distinction comes off as tedious, but it 
will be helpful to recognize that any level of attention to Redcrosse's agency would totally 
obfuscate that of the sword; if we are told that someone has used a tool, the action is assumed 
to belong completely to the user. To communicate that the sword possesses any agency, it is 
necessary to suggest that it possesses all the agency, even if this suggestion is ultimately 
inaccurate. The reality is that, just as Redcrosse is unable to defeat Errour or the dragon 
without the help of his Pauline arms, it is also true that the arms are unable to defeat 
allegorical foes without the contribution of Redcrosse. We may read this to mean that while 
the justified sinner cannot achieve the holiness of sanctification without the aid of grace, 
likewise divine grace cannot sanctify without the active participation of the individual. As 
                                                 
40 See Hamilton, 1.xi.5-9n. Hamilton reckons it unclear which of Redcrosse's arms is to be identified as the 
“weapon bright,” suggesting it could be his sword or the “speare” (i.e., lance) that Redcrosse uses earlier in the 
canto (his mention of the “charmed launce” of iii.25.9 is confusing, as this weapon is actually wielded by 
Archimago when disguised as Redcrosse). The latter is unlikely for two reasons. First, there is no mention of a 
lance in Eph. 6, and it is probably safe to assume that the allegorical value of the episode depends upon the 
dragon falling under one of the Pauline weapons. Second, at this point in the battle Redcrosse is fighting on 
foot, and the lance is a weapon intended for use when mounted on horseback. 
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Arthur put it, “he, that neuer would, could neuer.” This helps to explain why the shield of 
faith is insufficient to protect Redcrosse from the dragon's stinger at stanza 38: “The mortall 
sting his angry needle shott / Quite through his shield, and in his shoulder seasd.” 
 It is probably true that too much has been made of the apparent contradiction between 
the poet's words at x.1 and Arthur's consolation of Una at vii.41. Perhaps Kaske is onto 
something when she asserts that both doctrinal precision and consistency are too much to 
expect. But I think it is likely also true that adjusting our reading of the later cantos of Book I 
by viewing the process experienced by Redcrosse as sanctification rather than justification 
can help us at least approach reconciliation. Unlike Kaske, who is steadfast in her conviction 
that a given statement at any location within Book I must hold a consistent bearing upon any 
and all locations therein, Hume's reading of x.1 is more contextually nuanced. I think she is 
right to argue that the poet's remarks about the relationship between grace and free will 
should be reconsidered as Redcrosse's soteriological situation evolves. But I want to take the 
idea of context further to think about why the poet offers this doctrinal axiom where and 
when he does; presumably Spenser chose the outset of canto x deliberately. The final four 
lines of x.1 are often quoted in isolation, without the context established in first five. These 
lines contain an admonition of the braggart knight who, when faced with spiritual peril, either 
yields or flees: 
What man is he, that boasts of fleshly might, 
And vaine assuraunce of mortality, 
Which all so soone, as it doth come to fight, 
Against spirituall foes, yields by and by, 
Or from the field most cowardly doth fly? 
 
The preceding canto finds Redcrosse in the Cave of Dispayre, an episode that both begins 
and ends with a struggle between submission and perseverance when confronted with one's 
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own overwhelming depravity. Before Redcrosse even enters the cave, he encounters Sir 
Trevisan, whose name is derived from the Greek τρέω, “to flee.”41 Having witnessed the 
suicide of Terwyn at Despayre's goading, Trevisan's decision to flee the situation rather than 
face and overcome his own spiritual despair clearly corresponds to the poet's rebuke of the 
“man” who “from the fielde most cowardly doth fly.” On the other side of canto x, canto xi 
features Redcrosse's fight with the dragon, the soteriological allegory of which involves 
mortification, or the individual Christian's struggle to eliminate sin from his own life. In the 
Cave, Redcrosse's own spiritual despair is manifest in his reluctance to engage in this very 
battle. Faced with the knowledge of his own sinfulness, the task appears unachievable to him. 
Seeing Redcrosse tempted towards suicide, Una understands the situation and verbalizes it 
explicitly when she rhetorically asks him, “is this the battaile, which thou vaunstst to fight / 
with that fire-mouthed Dragon, horrible and bright?” (ix.52). Again expressing immediate 
bearing on x.1, Una urges Redcrosse not to “yield” to his “spirituall foes”– which here 
include both Despayre and the Dragon– by committing suicide. 
 Of course Redcrosse is overwhelmed by the prospect of his own depravity because he 
does not know that grace will aid him in his fight, a point clearly known to Una when she 
reminds him of his election: “why shouldst thou then despeire, that chosen art?” (ix.53). In 
this way, the poet's emphasis on the efficacy of divine grace at x.1 functions as a warning to 
the reader to not make the same mistake as Redcrosse in assuming that his struggle against 
the Dragon of Sin will be decided by his will alone. In the same line of thinking, the stanza in 
question also exhorts us to read canto x carefully, lest we mistake the penitential program that 
Redcrosse undergoes as an endorsement of justification by works. If we are to understand the 
                                                 
41 Hamilton (2007), I.ix.32.5n. See also Joel Jay Belson, “The Names in The Faerie Queene,” unpublished 
dissertation (Columbia University, 1964), p. 361. 
113 
allegory, it is required that we witness Redcrosse's spiritual healing, and narratology requires 
that this process be described in terms of narrative action. But the poet, in reminding the 
reader of the central role played by divine grace, cautions us to not take what we are about to 
see too literally. In spite of this warning, it can perhaps be said that many Spenserians have 
done exactly that. The reason they have done so, I think, is a result of the assumption that 
canto x describes Redcrosse's justification. For this assumption will inevitably end in 
questions about justification by faith versus justification by works, especially in the presence 
of such allegorizations of charity in the form of Charissa and the Seven Beadsmen. 
Adapting the Holy Land: Mundane and Heavenly Jerusalems 
 Redcrosse's reluctance– expressed in his despondent state in the Cave of Despayre– to 
engage in the mortifying battle with the Dragon still persists upon Mount Contemplation, 
though in a markedly different manifestation. Though Heavenly Contemplation assures 
Redcrosse of his inevitable salvation, as Una had assured him of his election at ix.53, 
Redcrosse is reluctant to return to his mundane commitments lest the fruits of his progress at 
the House of Holiness are negated by future sins:42 
O let me not (quoth he) then turne againe 
Back to the world, whose ioyes so fruitless are, 
But let me heare for aie in peace remain, 
Or streight way on that last long voiage fare, 
That nothing may my present hope empare. (x.63) 
 
The “present hope” to which Redcrosse refers is of course his chances of salvation, as 
Redcrosse imagines them, at the precise moment he utters these words. On a literal level, 
Redcrosse's desire to remain within view of the New Jerusalem rather than return to the 
world recalls a phenomenon said to have been experienced by many western Christians who 
                                                 
42 Contemplation assures Redcrosse of his ultimate salvation when he tells him “I to thee presage, / Which after 
all to heauen shall thee send” (x.61). 
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ventured to the Holy Land. Brought to that sacred region through crusade or pilgrimage, they 
become enrapt by the euphoria of absolution won by their quests. Lest their newly 
immaculate souls become imperiled by the sinful mire of Europe, these sojourners are 
reluctant to ever return home, and many took vows in the sundry monasteries that populated 
the Levant, Anatolia, and the Sinai Peninsula. The logic is straightforward enough: if one 
remains in the proximity of locales such as the Holy Sepulcher or Mount Calvary, endued as 
they are with an aura of sanctity that insists upon piety of action and thought, then the 
temptations of sin can only be minimal– if existent at all. It is like a manifestation of 
pyschomachia in which the angel upon your right shoulder is Christus in passionem Himself; 
the paltry little devil on the left doesn't stand a chance. But the above quotation also suggests 
that Redcrosse has, as many Spenserians have done, failed to heed the poet's warning at x.1. 
His anxiety that his spiritual progress may be undone betrays his mistaken belief that such 
progress is the result of his own works alone; for such an understanding must fail to account 
for perseverance through the aid of grace. 
 But his reluctance to descend from the Mount also raises interesting questions about 
the material objectives of crusading and Spenser's adaptation thereof. The reader, as well as 
Una and Contemplation, know that Redcrosse's allegorical quest cannot be complete until he 
defeats the Dragon and liberates Una's parents in the succeeding cantos. But Redcrosse hopes 
the allegory can be complete at the end of canto x. It is fitting that this desire to end the 
allegory of holiness prematurely is expressed via the eagerness of a crusader-knight to attain 
a manifestation of Jerusalem. In so doing, Spenser levels an implicit criticism at both the 
traditional objectives of the Crusades and the priorities of the Church to which the crusading 
legacy largely belongs. By emphasizing the conquest of Jerusalem as the ultimate goal of the 
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historical crusading project, Spenser suggests that the Roman Church places greater value 
upon mundane objectives than it does upon spiritual ones. 
 As we have seen, the iconography of crusading continued into the sixteenth century in 
its application to events such as the Siege of Malta, the Battle of Lepanto, and the Spanish 
Armada. But crusades to the Holy Land had effectively ended in the thirteenth century. Even 
so, debates about the spiritual efficaciousness of sojourns to the Holy Land remained robust 
in Spenser's time concerning pilgrimages to that part of the world. That the value of 
pilgrimage continued to receive recognition in the post-Reformation Church of Rome is 
demonstrated by the fact that the Council of Trent made provision for the establishment of 
“hospitals, or other pious places instituted especially for the use of pilgrims.”43 
 But the relative de-valuation of the Holy Land in the Protestant imagination is well 
documented. Of course in the milieu of the Reformation, the concept of pilgrimage was 
implicitly linked to more explicit points of dogmatic contention such as veneration of saints 
and of images, as well as indulgences. In his letter To the Nobility of the German Nation 
(1520), Luther condemns the practice of pilgrimage outright, asserting that these 
undertakings confer no merit and are not based upon any scriptural precedent.44 Luther's 
sentiments are shared by several Englishmen of the late Elizabethan and early Jacobean 
periods: both those who had knowledge of the Levant through study and those who– for 
purposes of tourism, trade, or diplomacy– traveled to the Holy Land themselves. The Scottish 
traveller William Lithgow so disdained the Roman Catholic monks and pilgrims he 
                                                 
43 Session 25, ch. viii. 
 
44 II.20. Luther writes specifically about pilgrimages to Rome and to country parishes where miraculous acts are 
rumored to have occurred. While pilgrimage to the Holy Land is not mentioned explicitly, his condemnation of 
pilgrimage and denial of its spiritual efficaciousness is comprehensive. 
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encountered on his journeys in the Holy Land that his writings often extend more sympathy 
to the Muslim locals than to his internecine brethren. For instance, when recounting his 
observation of a reenactment of Christ's entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, he recalls that 
one Padre Guardiano was pulled from the ass upon which he rode and beaten with sticks by 
the Turks. Lithgow sided with the Turks when he and his fellow Protestant travelers “did 
laugh in [their] sleeves to behold their foolish procession, so substantially rewarded.”45 
 The cleric Samuel Purchas, who was vicar of St. Laurence and All Saints near the 
important maritime center Leigh-on-Sea, never traveled to the Holy Land himself. But he 
compiled numerous accounts of the region from merchants and sailors who did travel there, 
producing from them a number of works of geographical, historical, and cultural bearing– an 
undertaking that culminated in the four-volume Hakluytus Posthumus, or Purchas his 
Pilgrimes of 1625. Though Purchas recognized the significance of the Holy Land in that it 
witnessed the peregrinations of the Israelites as well as the ministry and death of Christ, he 
stops short of ascribing “sanctity” to that or any other worldly locale. Indeed he warns that 
placing too much reverence upon religious locations can distract one from true religious 
devotion. Purchas also recognized that crusading and pilgrimage were parallel activities, 
comparing contemporary pilgrims to those individuals who followed Peter the Hermit on the 
ill-fated Peasants Crusade of 1096. The analogy is, in Purchas' estimation, less than 
flattering. 
 Whose attempts at Jerusalem, whatsoever lustre they sparkle forth, yet wanted not 
some sparke of Hell, in that they were so died in bloud, corrupted with spoiles, 
corrupting with superstition, and with neglect of their aeconomical and politicall 
calling. Christ himselfe had said, the true worshippers should worship the Father, not 
at Jerusalem, nor in that Mountayne, but in the spirit and truth: for God seekes such to 
                                                 
45 Lithgow, Rare Adventures and Paineful Peregrinations (Glasgow, 1632), p. 218. Quoted by Samuel Chew, 
The Crescent and the Rose: Islam and England during the Renaissance (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1937), p. 77. 
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worship him. Although I denie not that a place dignified with holy actions or 
passions, may be a Place to the memorie or affection exciting holinesse, yet for 
Religion of place to leave or neglect our place and calling in Religion, is 
superstitious; and to ascribe sanctity to the place, is Jewish.46 
 
 Purchas' assertion that crusading activities did/do include an inherently “politicall” 
dimension bears great significance on Spenser's own nationalistic agenda in Book I of The 
Faerie Queene. If we are thinking in terms of the great importance placed upon certain 
locations in the traditional conception of the crusading project, we will be obliged to consider 
how location and geography function in Spenser's adaptation of the crusade-romance genre. 
As Wayne Erickson has pointed out, any attempt to situate the numerous allegorical locations 
of The Faerie Queene in relation to actual geographical locations (and to each other) requires 
that one account for multiple spatial and chronological matrices that often conflict physically 
and/or temporally.47 We learn at stanza ii.1 that the setting of the previous book is not 
properly Faerylond, the realm of Gloriana. Instead, it is actually “Eden landes,” the realm 
long ruled by Una's family but subsequently held captive by the Dragon. But it is difficult to 
understand how these two realms can exist simultaneously. Their boundaries are not only 
described in similar ways, but both realms appear to occupy most, if not all, of the world. 
Una's family is said to have “had of yore / their scepters stretcht from East to Westerne shore, 
/ and all the world in their subiection held.” In the only other stanza that provides an 
indication of the dimensions and location of this edenic kingdom, Una is described as a royal 
daughter “whose parents deare... / did spred their rule through all the territories, / which 
Phison and Euphrates floweth by, / and Gehons golden waues doe wash continually” (vii.43). 
                                                 
46 Purchas Pilgrimes VIII, p. 19 (Glasgow: MacLehose and Sons, 1906), 20 vols. Quoted in part in by Chew 
(1937), p. 71. 
 
47 See Erickson, “The Faerie Queene, geography of” in SEnc. 
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As has been frequently noted, the delineation of the boundaries of Eden by reference to 
surrounding rivers is reminiscent of Genesis 2:10-14. This pericope was made especially 
apparent in Spenser's time by the woodcut map included in the Geneva Bible since the first 
edition of 1560, which depicts “the situacion of the garden of eden.”48 Hamilton notes that 
“commentators took Gen. 2:5 to mean that the whole earth was watered from Paradise.” 
While this does not suggest that the geographical boundaries of Eden were coterminous with 
those of the entire Earth, as the kingdom of Una's parents is, it does lend scriptural 
precedence to the notion that the entire Earth is directly connected to, and indeed dependent 
upon, the edenic region. 
 Even while “Eden landes” occupies the whole world, we are told that Fairylond is so 
extensive that its boundaries are demarcated by what were in Spenser's time the eastern and 
westernmost termini of the known world. The reader learns along with Guyon, while he 
peruses Eumnestes' Antiquitee of Faery Land at Alma's castle, that Eflin established a fairy 
kingdom so vast that “him all India obayd, / and all that now America men call” (II.x.72). 
There is no mention in the fairy chronicle of this realm ever diminishing in size, and we do 
know that Elfin's successor, Elfinan, “laid / Cleopolis foundation first of all.” Elfinan's own 
successor, Elfiline, “enclosd it with a golden wall.” This indicates that Cleopolis, still the seat 
of Gloriana's monarchy in the historical moment of the poem, is located somewhere within 
these extensive and original boundaries. 
 Erickson locates Eden external to Faerielond, which makes sense in that Una's father 
could not be said to be a sovereign king within a region ruled by Gloriana, unless we are to 
                                                 
48 Erickson, Ibid; Hamilton (2001), I.vii.43.7-9n. The Geneva Bible: A Facsimile of the 1560 Edition (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2007), sig. a.ii. Walter Raleigh places great emphasis upon rivers in his attempt to 
deduce the real-world location of Eden. See The History of the World (1614), I.iii.3, “That there was a true 
locall Paradise Eastward, in the Countrie of Eden.”  
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assume she is an empress whose realms contain multiple kingdoms. This political situation is 
not impossible in theory, as Gloriana is referred to as “that soueraine Queene, that mightie 
Emperesse” early in Book V– a Book the allegory of which prominently features England's 
colonial claims upon Ireland (V.i.4). But in Book I, the concept of “emperor” seems to 
possess negative connotations, with the contrast between king and emperor equating to that 
between sovereign and usurper. While Una is descended from “Kings and Queenes” who 
ruled a territory spanning from “East to Westerne shore,” Duessa claims that her own father 
is “an Emperour / … that the wide West vnder his rule has” (I.ii.22). Of course “the west” 
describes roughly half of the kingdom said to belong properly to Una's father, and in this way 
Duessa's is a usurper in league with the dragon– “that infernall feend” who “forwasted all 
[Una's parents'] land, and them expeld” (I.i.5). That Duessa's father “high hath set his throne, 
where Tiberis doth pas” clearly identifies him with the Pope, whose fractured and illegitimate 
authority both encroaches upon and pales in comparison to the rightful domains of Una's 
parents, who as Adam and Eve are the founders of the one true, original, and universal 
Church. 
 It may instead be more helpful to consider that, while Faerylond and Eden seem to 
occupy the same physical space, they exist on distinct ontological planes: the mundane and 
the spiritual. But in the course of the allegory, even these ontological boundaries overlap and 
intersect. Cleopolis and Gloriana are, of course, fairly transparent analogies of London and 
Elizabeth, and in this way Gloriana's wider fairy realm corresponds to the English nation. 
The proem to Book II makes the analogy quite clear: 
 Of faery lond yet if he more inquyre 
By certein signes here sett in sondrie place 
He may it fynd... 
And thou, O fayrest Princesse vnder sky, 
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In this fayre mirrhour maist behold thy face 
And thine owne realmes in lond of Faery... (4)49   
 
In this way we can conceive of Fairylond as a worldly location, as it corresponds directly to 
an actual geographical location in Spenser's world. Conversely, locations like Eden– which in 
Spenser's understanding certainly possess a historical analogue, but none in his present 
world– are more appropriately spiritual locales. After all, the allegory of holiness is more 
interested in the restitution of the prelapsarian spiritual state that Eden represents than it is 
with the physical location of the “historical” garden. But New Hiersusalem is an explicitly 
spiritual locale, though its name suggests correspondence to the actual city in the Holy Land. 
But even so, it should be noted that New Hierusalem bears less resemblance to the actual 
Jerusalem than it does to Cleopolis. Upon glimpsing the vision of New Hierusalem, 
Redcrosse's first thought is to compare it to Cleopolis: 
Till now, said then the knight, I weened well, 
That great Cleoplois, where I haue beene, 
In which that fairest Fary Queene doth dwell, 
The fairest Citty was, that might be seen. (x.58) 
 
Contemplation confirms aptitude of the comparison as well as completes it: “Most trew... / 
Yet is Cleopolis for earthly fame, / The fairest peece, that eie beholden can” (59). Cleopolis 
and New Hierusalem are both champions in their respective classes: Cleopolis is the most 
beautiful city on Earth, while New Hierusalem enjoys the same status in heaven. 
 New Hierusalem closely resembles Cleopolis, while the boundaries of Fairylond 
overlap or are coterminous with those of Eden. Cleopolis, in turn, is a clear analogue of 
London. Though operating at two removes, the relationship between England and the 
heavenly New Jerusalem is definitively reenforced by the notion that, upon Redcrosse's 
                                                 
49 Of course the explicit admission that Faerielond is an analogue of England makes superfluous both the search 
for “ceretin signes” and the numerous puns on the words “fair” and “fairy.” 
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ascension thereto, he “Saint George shalt called bee, / Saint George of mery England” (x.61). 
All this intersection points to the notion that England itself is endowed with distinct 
soteriological significance in Book I and beyond. Stated most simply, Spenser imagines that 
England and Elizabeth– as godly nation and godly monarch– will, through the sponsorship of 
true religion, reinstitute a state of sinlessness on Earth that approximates the spiritual 
condition of Adam and Eve in prelapsarian Eden. A similar convergence of nationalistic and 
apocalyptic themes is developed more fully in subsequent locations throughout the poem, 
most notably in Merlin's prophecy of III.iii and Arthur's liberation of Belge from the anti-
Christian Geryoneo at V.x-xii. But in terms of crusading themes, Spenser's reimagining of 
crusading's geographical objectives– not only as an anagogical rather than mundane location, 
but also as an analogue of England– allows him to simultaneously critique the worldly 
priorities of the Roman Church and claim spiritual significance for his own Protestant nation. 
Adapting Friend and Foe: Isolation and the End of Crusading 
 The allegory of Book I looks away from both a wider Christendom and the 
geographical Holy Land, and inwards towards England. In this way England, as godly nation 
and patron of true Christian devotion, is able to exclusively assume the soteriological 
function previously ascribed to all of Europe in traditional conceptions of crusade. So too 
does England assume the millenarian roles and significance that in the same tradition had 
been ascribed to Jerusalem for the past five hundred years and more. This narrow and 
nationalistic focus allows for little concern for those Christians who are neither Protestant nor 
English, and thus little room for the third and final crusading objective: the liberation of 
eastern Christians from Muslim oppression. There is understandable temptation to find 
crusading significance in the latter cantos of Book V, for these cantos allegorize Leicester's 
122 
campaigns of the 1580s in the Low Countries, the objective of which was to liberate co-
religionists from the tyranny of a religio-political other. Such temptation is exacerbated by 
the fact that Spenser has construed Philip II as Souldan, lending an explicitly Near-Eastern 
quality to the particular brand of despotism against which the Briton Arthur must contend. In 
recent years, Benedict S. Robinson has sought to consider the identification of Souldan with 
Philip in greater detail, and in a way that highlights the presence of crusading ideals in Book 
V.50 But the study ends up demonstrating that the idea of crusade in this Book is largely 
confined to this single figure. Outside of canto viii, the allegory certainly continutes to 
describe a conflict of both spiritual and apocalyptic significance, but it probably ceases to 
qualify as a crusade. As Christopher Tyerman has argued, even though Roman Catholic 
belligerents attached crusading iconography to military actions against Protestant England, 
their English counterparts did not necessarily do the same. He posits that “the events of the 
1580s, when Englishmen confronted Catholic crusaders in the Channel and Catholic warriors 
in the Netherlands, may have temporarily revived awareness of crusading ideology.” But 
ultimately, he argues, “most accounts reveal that patriotism featured as prominently, if not 
more so, than traditional, formal religious justifications.”51 
 We should keep in mind that Book V is not the allegory of holiness, but of justice. As 
such, we perhaps ought not to hold the allegory to the same doctrinal standards and 
expectations to which we hold that of Book I. Nonetheless, during Redcrosse's tenure at the 
Hospital of the Seven Beadsmen, Book I does allude to the liberation of Christians from 
Muslim captivity. The charitable responsibilities of the fourth Beadsman include “captiues to 
                                                 
50 Robinson, Islam and Early Modern English Literature: The Politics of Romance from Spenser to Milton (New 
York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007), pp. 40-43. 
 
51 Tyerman (1988), pp. 367-8. 
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redeeme with price of bras, / from Turkes and Sarazins” (x.40). Similar to James' 
qualification when lauding the victory of the Holy League in Lepanto, Spenser's endorsement 
of redeeming captive Christians is endowed with marked skepticism. The stanza continues to 
assert that though these captive Christians “faulty were, yet well [the Beadsman] wayd, / that 
God to vs forgiueth euery howre / Much more then that, why they in bands were layd.” The 
captives described here are not the innocent Christians described by Robert the Monk, whose 
imprisonment or servitude is merely the result of the fact that Muslims were thought to be 
inherently cruel. The captives that the fourth Beadsmen works to “redeem” are at least in part 
responsible for their own situation. That no particular offense is mentioned suggests their 
fault is simply that they are the wrong kind of Christian; after all, apart from small diplomatic 
and mercantile enclaves, there was in the sixteenth century no Protestant population in the 
Ottoman Empire. 
 This nationalistic focus contrasts with other examples of the crusade-romance genre, 
such as Gerusalemme Liberata. In Tasso's poem, nationalistic priorities and identities are 
clearly in conflict with broader Christians ones. For instance, the demon Alecto is able to 
incite sedition by capitalizing upon the Italian nationalism of Argillian. Fooling him into 
believing that his countryman Rinaldo had been slain by Godfrey and the Franks, Alecto 
appeals to dormant national tensions when he posits that the Franks are “a barbaric and 
despotic people” who have no legitimate claim to leadership over the Christian host (8.63).52 
And while Book I of The Faerie Queene focuses inward on a nationalistic level, it does the 
same on a personal one. Sanctification functions on an individual basis, and most 
immediately the allegory describes the endeavors of the individual Christian to achieve 
holiness in life. Alternatively, in Gerusalemme, individual actions and ambitions invariably 
                                                 
52 Translation by Anthony M. Esolen (John Hopkins University Press, 2000). 
124 
result in disaster. Rindalo's concern with his own chivalric honor, and his subsequent 
departure from the Christian camp, delays the communal objectives of the crusaders until his 
return to Jerusalem in canto 17. 
 The contrast between individual and collective priorities is reversed in Spenser's 
poem. Often Redcrosse's attempts to help or heed figures who by all outward signs appear to 
be fellow Christians result in calamity. Archimago, with his “long black weedes,” rosary, and 
portis, certainly looks Christian; in the poet's estimation he appears to be “one who did 
repent” (i.29). And Duessa, who claims to be the daughter of a Christian Emperor whom a 
“pround Sarazin” “perforce... led with him away” certainly looks like a captive Christian 
princess, replete with a crown (reminiscent of clerical vestments) and the “rich assay” 
befitting royalty (ii.25, 13). Gerusalemme also features religious enemies posing as Christian 
allies. Not a single warrior is able to identify Armida as a Muslim when she comes to the 
Christian camp with a story and plea for aid extremely reminiscent of Duessa's. But Armida 
doesn't particularly look like a Muslim, nor does she really resemble a Christian; the 
pervasive ethnocentrism and anachronism of Tasso's poem provide neither character nor 
reader with many outward clues regarding the religions, ethnicities, or allegiances of figures 
on either side of the conflict. 
 The Faerie Queene does, but they are anything but clear-cut. Of course to the trained 
eye, Duessa's “mitre” would call to mind the papal tiara and Archimago's “beads” a Catholic 
rosary. Yet Redcrosse is but a fledgling knight, and in his nascent spiritual state he lacks the 
tools and experience to make such symbolic and iconographical distinctions between 
confessions or creeds. Over the course of Book I his discernment does improve, as does the 
reader's along with his. What Redcrosse and ourselves learn together as Book I progresses is 
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that things are rarely as they seem to be. Both Redcrosse's world and our own are rife with 
nuance and complexity that far outstrip simple dichotomies of Christian vs Muslim or West 
vs East; dichotomies that the concept of crusade have depended upon since its inception, but 





CHAPTER 4: SPENSER’S SARACENS AND PROTESTANT POLEMICAL 
THOUGHT  
 
 The previous chapter sought to demonstrate that while the Reformation rendered 
long-established attitudes towards the glorious crusades unsustainable in their unmodified 
form, the Crusades continued to offer Protestant writers such as Spenser a rich body of ideas, 
iconography, and traditions apt for adaptation. While Book I of The Faerie Queene features 
an allegory concerned primarily with Redcrosse's interiority as well as his conflicts with 
Roman Catholic enemies, crusade-romance requires the presence of Muslim antagonists if 
only as a generic criterion. Thus while Spenser was obliged to reimagine the soteriological 
significance of crusading to fit Protestant doctrines and nationalistic ideals, he was also 
required to account for the role played by Saracens in this unique manifestation of the 
crusade-romance genre. Spenser's Saracens certainly bear resemblance to Muslim figures that 
populate his medieval models, including the chansons de geste. But they also diverge in 
important ways. Indeed the medieval verse romances and crusade chronicles are not the only 
sources that inform Spenser's conception of Islam, but must share space in his imagination 
with the polemical literature of figures such as John Bale and John Foxe, who a generation 
before Spenser sought to account for where a growing Ottoman power might fit into their 
conception of ecclesiological and apocalyptic history. 
 Recent scholarship concerning Spenser's Saracen figures has, I believe, tended to 
misconstrue the allegorical and topical significance of these characters. For Benedict S. 
Robinson, the “encounter with Islam” described in Book I allegorizes “a crisis of identity 
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gripping the very possibility of a 'Christian World.'”1 In this way he views conflicts between 
Christian knights including Redcrosse and Arthur with Muslim figures such as the Sans 
Brothers and Souldan as yet another depiction of Protestant versus Catholic conflict. But, 
paradoxically, this reading is simultaneously too simple and too profound. On the one hand it 
fails to accurately portray the function that Protestant apologists believed Islam and Muslims 
to have within a wider apocalyptic struggle fought primarily between True and False 
Christian Churches. On the other hand, such a reading misrepresents the tenor of this 
function by threatening to elevate “the Turk” to an antagonistic status equivalent to or greater 
than “the Pope.” 
 It is true that sixteenth-century Protestant polemicists, from Luther to John Bale, 
recognized in the Muslim world a threat to true religion. But this threat was equal to that 
posed by Rome in neither character nor magnitude. Instead, the Pope was viewed as a 
spiritual threat while the Turk was a physical one; as Luther put it, the Pope is the “soul” or 
“spirit” of Antichrist, and the Turk is his “flesh.” This arrangement deemphasizes the agency 
and autonomy of Muslim power. The Turk is not the master of his own might, but instead 
functions as a tool or weapon marshaled to advance the agendas of Rome. As I will argue, 
Spenser's Saracen figures function in much the same way. They are supporting and secondary 
characters that serve to do the martial and physical work required by the agendas of patently 
Roman Catholic figures, often without any real awareness of what these wider agendas 
actually are. 
The Christian Conception of Islam: from the First Crusade to the Dawn of the Renaissance 
 In historiography treating western views of Islam– from the First Crusade until the 
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1350s, when the Ottomans crossed into the Balkans making the beylik a true empire– 
scholars generally speak of a binary of Christian perception.2 On the one hand Islam was 
equated with paganism, a conception in which Muslims worshipped a variety of false gods 
and engaged in a variety of heathenish behaviors. Their penchant to cast for themselves idols 
of gold recalls the error of the Israelites that threatened the viability of the old covenant, and 
their proclivity toward sensual pleasures recalls the hedonism of the traitor Greeks or of the 
Roman Empire under Caligula and Nero. Indeed the imaginary or demonic pantheon to 
which “Turks” and “Saracens” were said to pay homage included manifestations of Roman 
gods including Apollin and Jovin; a situation that surely Walter Pater and Heinrich Heine 
would have appreciated, had they given the subject of Christian-Muslim relations its due.3 
But in addition to these Olympian holdovers, Muslims were said to revere the elusive 
Termagant, a figure of uncertain origin invented entirely by Christian polemicists, and a 
deified Muhammad in the form of Mahon, Mahowne, or some other such corrupted variation 
upon the prophet's name.4 
 As the most famous of the chansons de geste, The Song of Roland is often cited as 
indicative of the way that the Islamic religion was portrayed in the popular literature of the 
period. Upon having his hand cut off by Roland in combat, the Saracen king Marsile flees to 
seek refuge beneath the shade of an olive tree and– to emphasize his feminine cowardice– 
                                                 
2 For example, see R.W. Southern, Western Views of Islam in the Middle Ages (Harvard UP 1962); Norman 
Daniel, Heroes and Saracens: An Interpretation of the Chansons de Geste (Edinburgh University Press, 1984) 
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4 Termagant is identified as an Islamic god in such texts as Chanson de Roland, Sir Guy of Warwick, Sowden of 
Babylone, and Chaucer's “Tale of Sir Thopas.” For Termagant as a stock character in medieval mystery plays, 
see Diana Whaley, “Voices from the Past: a Note on Termagant and Herod” in John Batchelor, Tom Cain, and 
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solace in the arms of his wife, Bramimonde. Seeing their King “swoon[ing] with pain,” a 
Saracen host 20,000 strong does not seek revenge upon the Franks. Instead, they seek out the 
grotto of Apollo so that they may revile their gods for allowing such reprehensible 
circumstances to come to pass: 
What ails thee, evil God, to shame us thus, 
And to confusion bring our Lord the King? 
Who serves thee well vile guerdon gains from thee!” 
Despoiled of crown and scepter, by the hands 
They hang him [i.e., the idol of Apollo] on a column– neath their feet 
They roll him down.– They with great clubs deface 
And beat him; then from Tervagant they snatch 
His carbuncle; Mohamed in a ditch 
Throw down– there bitt'n, trampled on, by swine and dogs. (189)5 
 
Here the Saracen religion is not only portrayed as pagan, but also as a faithless religion 
founded upon threats and coercion. The Saracens themselves are capricious and vengeful, 
except their thirst for vengeance is woefully misdirected. Put simply, they are the opposite of 
Roland. While the Saracens expect their gods to fight for them, Roland fights for God. And 
while the Saracens interpret martial setbacks as divine betrayal, the faithful Christian remains 
humble in the face of the inscrutable vicissitudes of Providence. 
 John Tolan has argued that the paganization of Islam offered, in the early years of the 
crusading period, propagandistic value for the Christian justification of war.6 By equating the 
Muslim inhabitants of the Holy Land with the Roman pagans who persecuted early 
Christians before the conversion of Constantine, the Crusades could be construed as a kind of 
retaliatory action. Of course there is a glaring distinction between passive suffering and holy 
war, but in this conception of the Crusades those Christian knights struck down by a Mamluk 
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6 Tolan (2002), p. 105ff. 
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axe or pierced through by Selijuk arrows could assume the role of new martyrs. So complete 
was the amalgamation of Muslim and Pagan, Tolan asserts, that the equation eventually 
became reversed: actual historical pagans began to be depicted as Muslims. In the Townley 
mystery cycle, for instance, Pontius Pilate and the entire Roman garrison are worshippers of 
Mahound (and, for good measure, so are the Jews).7 
 The other half of the binary depicted Islam as a Christian heresy, perhaps greater in 
traction but no different in theory than the various eastern heresies that have plagued the 
Church since the time of the patriarchs. Muhammad was simply a more-successful Nestorius, 
Arius, or Sabellius.8 This was certainly the view of Islam endorsed and developed by Peter 
the Venerable, who oversaw the production of the Collectio Toletanum (c. 1143). The 
Collectio included the first ever Latin translation of the Qur'an as well as a translation the 
Risalat [apology of] al-Kindi, a dialogic critique of Islam written by the Arab-Christian 
convert Abd al-Masih ibn Ishaq al-Kindi.9 Peter also authored two polemical works against 
Islam, Summa totius heresis Saracenorum and Libera contra sectam sive heresim 
Saracenorum, the titles of which clearly anticipate his identification of that religion as a 
heretical Christian sect. In Peter's estimation, Muhammad is worse than any of the third-to-
fourth century heresiarchs because he combines and compounds their various errors. He 
writes that in “vomiting forth almost all of the excrement of the old heresies (which he had 
drunk up as the devil poured it out), [Muhammad] denies the Trinity with Sabellius, [and] 
with his Nestorius he rejects the divinity of Christ.” In addition to endorsing Sabellian 
                                                 
7 Ibid, p. 130. 
 
8 See Daniel (1993), pp. 210-212. 
 
9 Risalat al-Kindi was and still is popularly referred to as The Apology of al-Kindi, in reference to apologetics. 
The noun رسالة properly means “epistle” or “dispatch.” 
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modalism and the Nestorian denial of hypostatic union, Muhammad supposedly rejects the 
concept of homoousion with Arius.10 Of the idea that Father and Son are distinct and separate 
trinitarian entities, Peter warns that this particularly egregious heresy was “long ago 
conceived by the plotting devil, then promoted by his Satan, namely Muhammad, [and] will 
be completed by Antichrist, in complete accordance with the intentions of the devil.”11 
 Surely the reduction of the whole Islamic religion to a mere Christian heresy or sect is 
the result of belligerent ethnocentrism. But medieval Christians were seemingly unable to 
conceive of another religion by any means except through its similarities to and (more 
importantly) divergences from their own. An awareness of the Muslim story of Bahira the 
Monk only reinforced this inclination among Christian writers. A number of contributors to 
the Hadith (the recorded words and actions of the prophet) recount the story of the Christian 
monk Bahira who encountered a young Muhammad in Syrian Bosra, while the latter 
accompanied the caravan of his uncle Abu Talib.12 Bahira noticed that a cloud followed the 
young boy, providing constant shade from the harsh Hauran sun. The monk recognized this 
as a sign of the boy's prophetic calling, for it is thought to have been foretold in the 
unadulterated gospels (Injil) to which Bahira supposedly had access. This Islamic tradition 
was quickly seized upon by Christian writers who wished to demonstrate the heretical 
Christian origins of this “other religion.” It should be noted that not all Christian writers 
treated Bahira negatively. For instance, the Dominican William of Tripoli– in his study of 
Islam commissioned by Gregory X, Tractus de statu saracenorum et de Mahumeti 
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pseudoproheta (1273)– claimed that Bahira was a holy man who taught Muhammad true 
Christian morals and instilled within him a love for Jesus and the Virgin Mary. For these 
reasons Muhammad kept Bahira in his household as his spiritual advisor. But when 
Muhammad became wealthy following his marriage to the widow Khadijah, his wicked 
companions murdered the godly monk out of greed and jealousy.13 The majority of medieval 
sources, however, depict Bahira as a heretic or apostate. This idea was popularized in the 
west by the Risalat al-Kindi, for Abd al-Masih claimed the monk (in this source and 
elsewhere referred to by the name Sergius) was a Nestorian who, following his 
excommunication, exiled himself to Tihamah.14 It was Sergius, the Risalat posits, who filled 
Muhammad's head with heretical ideas and even helped him compose the erroneous Qur'an. 
John Damascene (d. 749), a monk at Mar Saba, lived among Muslims on the outskirts of 
Jerusalem a mere generation after Muhammad's ministry. Despite ample exposure to Islam 
and its practitioners, in the second part of his Fount of Knowledge he nonetheless groups that 
religion together with numerous actual Christian heresies, identifying Sergius as an Arian. 
 The modern historian Norman Daniel, whose work was foundational in demonstrating 
medieval Christian attitudes towards Islam as well as the binary that characterized it, 
conceives of pagan and heretical depictions of Islam as belonging to popular and learned 
sources, respectively. He finds that the vernacular romances generally treat Muslim 
characters as idolatrous devotees of a false pantheon, while the Latin chronicles more 
consistently seek to contextualize Islamic beliefs and practices in reference to Christian 
doctrines, reducing former to corruptions or perversions of the latter. Tolan, while endorsing 
this same binary, argues that its organization is chronological rather than generic. In the early 
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14 Risalat III.136-137. Anton Tien (trans. and ed.) (London SOAS, 1975). 
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twelfth century, immediately following the First Crusade when western exposure to the 
Muslim world was both new and limited, Christians of all social stations shared a common 
ignorance that lead them to depict Islam as a pagan religion. They were unaware of or chose 
to ignore the fact that, in reality, Islam is a monotheistic faith that prohibits idolatry and 
places great importance upon revelation through the ministry of Jesus. As contact between 
Europe and the Near East continued, similarities between the two Abrahamaic religions of 
these respective regions began to be revealed. Christian apologists were therefore obliged to 
find new reasons why Islam was inferior.  
 This does not mean, Tolan asserts, that the heretical view displaced the pagan. Rather, 
by the second half of the twelfth century, both views existed side by side. By the admission 
of both Daniel and Tolan, neither explanation of the binary is watertight. Indeed a number of 
“learned” chronicles remark upon the supposedly pagan elements of Islam, and a number of 
writers conceived of Islam as a Christian heresy well before 1095. Indeed we sometimes see 
a single writer endorse both views. As Suzanne Conklin Akbari puts it, “it is not merely 
'possible' for one person to have two ideas concerning Islam and Muslims; it is highly 
desirable, because the two conventions are mutually reinforcing and nourish one another.”15 
 The monographs of both Daniel and Tolan set the mid-fourteenth century as an end 
point of the period with which they are concerned. After this time, Daniel asserts, Christian 
views of Islam remain relatively stable for the next several centuries. In his evaluation, “the 
cohesion of this integrated group of opinions, what we may call the established canon, 
proved so strong as to survive the break-up of European ideological unity, both the division 
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into Catholic and Protestant, and the growth of atheism and agnosticism.”16 
 Dante's La Divina Commedia is a widely read work that features Christian 
perceptions of Islam rather explicitly, and was composed near the historical moment when 
historians feel Christian attitudes towards Islam had solidified. For these reasons, Dante's 
treatment of Muslim figures can help illuminate the popular perception of Islam moving into 
the Renaissance. As we shall see, Dante's treatment of Muhammad contains details that 
suggest Islam is both pagan and heretical. But the distribution of these elements is by no 
means even. While homage is paid to the pagan conception in passing, the episode 
overwhelmingly endorses the idea that Islam is a Christian sect founded by a schismatic. 
Dante's attitudes towards Islam and Muslims have been the subject of some debate, and 
indeed Muslim figures are treated rather inconsistently in the Commedia. When Dante 
encounters his great-great grandfather Cacciaguida in Paradiso, this ancestral spirit 
proclaims that Muslims are a “filthy race” (gente turpa) (xv.145). However, as a knight of the 
Second Crusade who died at the enemy hands in 1148, Cacciaguida may possess a bias 
towards Muslims that does not necessarily reflect the attitudes of Dante (the pilgrim or the 
poet) or his times. Though obviously excluded from salvation by virtue of the fact that they 
were never baptized as Christian, Muslim figures including Saladin, Averroes, and Avicenna 
are placed in Limbo alongside non-Christians (or pre-Christians) more traditionally 
recognized as virtuous. Denizens of this same circle include “virtuous pagans” such as Ovid 
and Homer, Socrates and Plato, and of course Virgil, Dante's guide through the underworld. 
 But Mäometto, or Muhammad, is dealt with more harshly: Dante places him in the 
malebolge. As the eighth of nine total circles, assignment to any location therein signifies a 
rather egregious level of sinfulness. But there is stratification within the malebolge 
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themselves. Like the larger circles that constitute Hell, each consecutive bolgia corresponds 
to a sin increasingly deplorable and a punishment increasingly severe. The reprehensibleness 
of Muhammed's sin, as Dante imagines it, is evinced by his confinement to the penultimate 
bolgia, which is reserved for “sowers of discord.” The punishment inflicted upon occupants 
of this bolgia is both macabre and, as an example of contrapasso, poetic. In a perpetual cycle 
of infliction and recovery, a demon slices his victims with a great sword; when their wounds 
begin to heal, the punishment is inflicted anew. The splitting of the sinners' corporal bodies 
symbolizes the consequences of their sins on earth, for the discord that they have sown has 
resulted in the rending or fissuring of religious institutions, political bodies, and families. 
Muhammed himself kindly explains the symbolic significance of this punishment to a 
bewildered Dante: 
E tutti li altri che tu vedi qui, 
seminator di scandalo e di scisma 
fuor vivi, e però son fessi così 
 
All these whom thou beholdest in the pit 
Were sowers of scandal, sowers of schism abroad 
While they yet lived; therefore they now go split. (xxviii.34-36)17 
 
Relative to the wounds displayed by his co-inhabitants, Muhammed is depicted as having 
been (or continually being) particularly rent asunder. A horrified Pilgrim-Dante describes 
how 
No cask stove in by cant or middle ever 
So gaped as one I saw there, from the chin 
Down to the fart-hole split as by a cleaver. 
 
His tripes hung by his heels; the pluck and spleen 
Showed with the liver and the sordid sack 
That turns to dung the food it swallows in. (22-27) 
                                                 
17 All English quotations of Inferno consulted with Dorothy L. Sayers (trans.), The Divine Comedy (New York: 




The scatological carnality with which Muhammad's wounds are described recalls the 
medieval Christian belief that Islam was no spiritual religion. Rather, like the hedonism of 
classical pagans, Muslims value only the mundane and material. Criticisms to this effect 
included assertions that the Muslim conception of the afterlife, as it is supposedly depicted in 
the Qur'an, was a kind Cockaigne in which the departed make gluttons of themselves with 
meat, drink, and women.18 These anagogical expectations were assumed to reflect the 
behaviors and values held by Muslims in life, who were thought to be greedy and drunken 
polygamists. How base must these people and their religion be, Christian writers asked, if 
they find more to savor in carnal pleasures than spiritual ones?19 As Benedict of Alignan 
sums it up: 
 Sicut enim in unaquaque creatura relucet divinitas, ita et in eius suavitate Dei bonitas. 
Et ideo culpabiliter amabitur creatura Creatore relicto. Et ideo sic tota vita illa erit 
delectatio, sic tota pernicies et propter hoc tota miseria et tota mor spiritualis. Et 
amores harum deliciarum erunt servitutes et carceres et vincula infidelium 
animarum.20 
 
 Indeed, just as divinity shines forth in all of creation [i.e., the material world], so too 
in its sweetness does the goodness of God. And therefore creation is loved more 
blamefully, the Creator being abandoned. And therefore if this whole life will be 
pleasure, then it will be a complete curse, and because of this it will be complete 
misery and complete spiritual death. And the love of these pleasures will be slavery, 
imprisonment, and fetters for the souls of Infidels. 
 
For Benedict, it is right and pious to love the material world for the reason that it is a creation 
of God, and therefore imbued with his goodness. But to love the same for the sake of the 
                                                 
18 See Dorothee Metlitzki, The Matter of Araby in Medieval England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1977), pp. 210-219. 
 
19 Daniel (1993), pp. 172-175. 
 
20 Tractus fidei contra diversos errores. Latin text from Michelina Di Cesare, The Pseudo-historical Image of 
the Prophet Muhammad in Medieval Latin Literature: A Repertory (De Gruyter, 2011), p. 339. Quoted in part 
by Daniel (1993), p. 175. 
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carnal pleasures it can impart, with no recognition of its divine provenance, is sinful. Where 
the afterlife is concerned, carnal pleasures must inevitably pale in comparison to spiritual 
ones, and any conception of heaven that lacks spiritual pleasures is (in the Christian view) no 
heaven, indeed. 
 But the idea of splitting open Muhammad's body is critique surely more pointed than 
a vague allusion to the supposed carnality of Islam. In the Qur'an, the first line of sura 94 
reads, “have we not expanded for you (Oh Prophet), your chest?”21 Exegesis of this line is 
present in the Shira (early authoritative biographies of the prophet) as the tradition of al-
sharh, which describes how Allah opened Muhammed's chest and washed his heart, 
imagining in literal terms the moral reform requisite to prophetic calling. Dante was perhaps 
aware of al-sharh, for it is mentioned with varying recognizably by Roderick of Toledo (d. 
1247) in his Historia Arabum and by Petrus Paschasius (d. 1299) in Sobre el seta 
mohometana.22 But even if Dante did not read these works, he perhaps read or heard of sura 
94 by means of one of the Latin translations of the Qur'an available in his time and place, 
most notably those of Robert Ketton (part of Peter's Collectio) and Mark of Toledo (d. 1216). 
As Karla Mallette has argued, Mark's translation of sura 94 describes the opening of 
Muhammad's chest in particularly aggressive terms, translating the Arabic verb اشرح   (I 
expand) as adaperio (I throw wide open), a fact that she posits may have informed the 
particular type of violence wrought upon Muhammad's body in Inferno 28.23 
 Even if Mallette's philological analysis is here somewhat specious, had Dante been 
                                                 
21 English translations of the Qur'an taken from Syed Vickar Ahamed, 6th ed. (New York: Tahrike Tarsile Qur'an, 
2008). The original text of 94.1 reads  َأَلَْم نَْشَرْح لَلَك َصْدَرك 
 
22 Daniel (1993), pp. 108-109. 
 
23 Mallette, “Muhammad in Hell,” Dante Studies 125 (2007): 207-224. 
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aware of al-sharh he presumably would have viewed the tradition, as many of his 
contemporaries did, as an example of the extreme incredulity that was imagined to 
characterize Islam as a whole. The incredulity with which Christians viewed Islam explains 
frequent characterizations of Muhammad as a false prophet, a charlatan, and a liar. In this 
way the “false” religion that he peddled is presumably man-made: an invention of 
Muhammed in toto that as such has little to do with Christianity. But in canto 28 of Inferno, 
Muhammed is described as having sown a “schism” (scisma), a phenomenon that by 
definition occurs from within a given institution, and not from without. 
 Without a doubt the presence of Ali ibn Abi Talib, who suffers in the malebolge along 
side his uncle Muhammad, is meant to emphasize the idea that Islam is a religion wracked 
with internal discord. Perhaps in this way the episode reflects the dual papal claimants of the 
fourteenth century Church. The historical Ali was a central figure in the Shia minority's split 
from the Sunni majority, a schism that resulted from disagreement among the Muslim 
leadership regarding the rightful successor of Muhammad as Imam. While the majority of 
Muslims held, as they still do today, that Imams should be chosen by the community, a 
smaller contingent posited that before his death Muhammad had named Ali as his successor. 
By this same logic Shias still contend that each Imam must demonstrate direct familial 
descent from the prophet's line. Thus Dante viewed Ali, as the instigator of this minority 
faction within Islam, as both a schismatic and a usurper. 
 We are given a two-line description of Ali's wounds: his “whole face [is] slit / by one 
great stroke upward from chin to crest” (33). Apart from this we hear no more of Ali, and 
while his wound is certainly severe, it pales in comparison to the grotesqueness and totality 
of the damage done to Muhammad's own body. If the entire rationale for placing these 
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foundational Muslim figures among the “sowers of discord” rests upon the Sunni-Shia 
schism, it does not make sense why Muhammed's punishment would be greatly more severe 
than that of Ali, the central figure in that schism. After all, the schism occurred after 
Muhammad's death, so his responsibility for it presumably can be only tangential.  
 But following Muhammad's exposition regarding the ninth bolgia, along with its 
tortures and inhabitants, his focus shifts to a contemporary Christian conflict. Muhammed 
implores Dante to: 
 ...let Fra Dolcino know 
unless he is in haste to follow me down, 
He must well arm himself against the snow 
With victuals, lest the Novarese starve him out, 
Who else might find him hard to overthrow. (56-60) 
 
Dolcino was a member of the Apostolic Brethren who gave his name to the egalitarian 
Dulcinian reformist movement, which called for the abolition of the ecclesiastical and feudal 
hierarchies. The Apostolic Brethren were a mendicant order that sought to live according to 
the example of the apostles.24 This lifestyle involved extreme poverty, the avoidance of 
permanent abodes, the refusal of swearing oaths and taking vows, and suspiciously close 
commerce with “spiritual sisters” (though the Brethren reported these relationships to be 
entirely chaste). The order was extremely antagonistic towards the Church, which they 
considered to be completely soiled by worldliness. As such, the Apostolic Brethren never 
enjoyed papal sanction, and indeed their animosity towards vows and orders precluded such 
an arrangement. The founder of the order, Gherardo Segarelli was issued reprobation by 
Honorius IV in 1286, which was renewed by Nicholas IV in 1290. He was imprisoned in 
1294 and in 1300, when he refused to confess to a relapse into his old heresies, he was 
                                                 
24 See “Apostolic Brethren” in Jackson (1977). 
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burned at the stake. Dolcino became leader of the Brethren following Segarelli's death, and in 
this capacity he developed a penchant for issuing apocalyptic predictions that anticipated the 
timely downfall of Pope Boniface VIII and the removal of all worldlings from the Church.25 
In the face of papal backlash, Dolcino retreated to the mountain regions of Novara and 
Vercelli in 1304, where he remained for some time with a force of guerrilla fighters until this 
retinue could no longer withstand the cold and hunger. 
 Presumably news of contemporary events is slow to reach the eighth circle of Hell, 
for Dolcino was captured by the Bishop of Vercelli and burned at the stake on the orders of 
Clement V in 1307. It is interesting that Muhammed would recognize Dolcino as being in 
danger of “following me down” (seguitarmi). On a literal level, the phrase suggests that 
Dolcino is destined for the same location in the malebolge, which merely indicates that he 
qualifies as a “sower of discord.” But this language suggests that, in Muhammed's estimation, 
Dolcino's activities bear an even closer similarity to his own deeds on earth. The kind of 
discord Dolcino sows is similar to the kind sown by Muhammed in that they both occurred 
within the Church. Thus, while offering a passing nod to the idea of Islam-as-paganism, 
Dante primarily proliferates the tradition of “Muhammad the Heresiarch.” 
The Role of Islam in Reformation Polemic 
 Of course there is no guarantee that Spenser knew Dante directly. Though there have 
been a handful of essays arguing from both textual and historical angles that Spenser must 
have possessed some familiarity with the great Italian poet, none have been conclusive.26 But 
                                                 
25 See “Dolcino” in ibid. 
 
26 The question of Dante's influence on Spenser was rather popular in the last decades of the 19th-century, with 
these studies having been compiled by Levi Oscar Kuhns in Dante and the English Poets from Chaucer to 
Tennyson (Henry Holt and Company, 1904), p. 58ff. The scantness of subsequent studies perhaps indicates the 
futility of the inquiry. A more-recent example, however, includes Matthew Tosello, “Spenser's Silence about 
Dante,” Studies in English Literature: 1500-1900 17.1 (Winter, 1977): 59-66. 
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even though Dante's depiction of Muhammad in canto 28 has left its own mark on the 
Christian perception of Islam and its prophet, this depiction is informed by traditions that 
both precede Inferno and continue to thrive well after its publication.27 Indeed the generation 
of Reformers– including, John Bale, John Foxe, and Martin Bucer– that bore so marked an 
influence on Spenser and his epic poem display a conception of Islam directly descended 
from the chronicles, apologetics, and popular literature of the Middle Ages. And similar to 
Dante, these sixteenth-century writers entertain the idea that Islam is pagan only peripherally. 
As apologists of the Reformation agenda, their interest in Islam has primarily to do with its 
utility in demonstrating the errors of the Roman Church and the veracity of Protestant 
doctrines. Thus, it was necessary that they view Islam within an expressly Christian matrix. 
 Calvin's extant writings say surprisingly little about Islam. However, in the second 
book of The Institutes, he posits that even though the Israelites of years past “boasted that 
they worshipped the Supreme Majesty,” they inevitably succumbed to idolatry because, 
without Christ, they were unable to fully comprehend or enjoy divine mercy.28 In Calvin's 
present day, the relationship between Muslims and God is much the same. While he seems to 
have been aware that Islam is a monotheistic religion (and that their God is the same as that 
of the the Old and New Testaments), they are nonetheless idolatrous because, as John the 
Evangelist put it, “whosoever denieth the Son, the same has not the Father.”29 Calvin writes 
of the Israelites: 
 Accordingly, because they did not hold Christ as their Head, they possessed only a 
                                                                                                                                                       
 
27 A direct allusions to Inferno 28 includes the Giovanni da Modena's 15th-century fresco, Last Judgment, in the 
San Petronio Basilica at Bologna. 
 
28 English translation taken from McNeill (1967), p. 347-348. 
 
29 1 John 2.23, KJV. 
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fleeting knowledge of God. From this it also came about that they at last lapsed into 
crass and foul superstitions and betrayed their own ignorance. So today the Turks, 
although they proclaim at the top of their lungs that the Creator of heaven and earth is 
their God, still, while repudiating Christ, substitute an idol in place of the true God. 
(2.6.4) 
 
Bale, whose polemical imagination is reflected so apparently in Book I of The Faerie 
Queene, knew that idolatry is expressly prohibited in Islam. In the preface to The Image of 
both Churches, Bale notes that Muslims maintain modest diets, abstain from wine, and 
“abhorre Idolles” (sig. B.ii.v).30 But it should be noted that these practices, in addition to the 
fact that “they pray fiue tymes in the day” should not be taken as evidence of Muslims' piety 
or of their true devotion. Just like the papists, who have “ceremonyes without number,” the 
so-called “holy obseruations” of Islam are mere outward rituals. This false veil of temperance 
and piety really serves to obfuscate the fact that Muslims are “all beastly, carnall, and wicked 
in their doings” (sig. B.viii.v). In this way Bale, with Calvin, alludes to a tradition of Muslim 
carnality that is traditionally attached to the pagan view of Islam– even while he explicitly 
compares Islamic practices to those of a Christian denomination. 
 More widely, as a commentary on the book of Revelation, The Image of both 
Churches views the final book of the Christian Bible as an allegorical account of Church 
history spanning from Adam and Eve to the apocalypse. While medieval apologists such as 
Peter the Venerable and John Damascene situated the origins of Islam with reference to the 
eastern heresiarchs of third and fourth centuries, Bale offers a similar outlook. Reading the 
seven seals and seven trumpets of Revelation 8-11 as the seven ages of the Church, Bale 
identifies the third age as the time when these same heresies plagued the Church: 
 When the thirde Angel blew hys Trumpet at the third seale openinge, there fell from 
heauen a great mighty Starre, burning lyke a Crethet. As the preachers of that time 
opened the trueth of god, many great doctors and excellent learned men, as Arius 
                                                 
30 All quotations of The Image of Both Churches taken from the 1570 edition (London, Thomas East). 
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Macedonius, Eutices, Ualens, and such other, declined from the sincere faith, and fell 
to blasphemous opinions concerning the Godhead. (sig. O.viii.r) 
 
But the Church survived the preliminary assaults of the Arians. It was the following, or 
fourth age that truly shook the foundations of ecclesiastical unity. The most immediate threat 
came from Pope Boniface III, who in 607 secured from the Byzantine Emperor Phocas a 
decree that made the Bishop of Rome– on the authority that his was the See of Peter– the 
supreme επίσκοπος with universal authority over all Churches and their ecclesiastics. But the 
legacy of error initiated by the heresiarchs resulted not only in the Bishop of Rome's 
usurpation of universal authority but, in Bale's view, also gave rise to perversions of Christian 
devotion that resulted in Islam and Rabbinical Judaism. In his commentary on chapter 6, 
where the seven seals are first introduced, Bale recounts how in the seventh century 
Bonifice the third of that name Byshoppe of Rome, tooke upon hym to be the head 
Byshoppe of all the world, and Gods onely Uicar in earth, Mahomet boasted hym 
selfe to be the great Prophete and messenger of God. Thus was Christes coate 
withoute seame among them deuided, and his church most rufully dispersed. Thus out 
of the corupted and depraued scriptures tooke the Jewes their Talmud, the Saracens 
their Alchorane, and the Byshopes their popish lawes and decrees. (sig. K.vi.r-K.vii.v) 
 
Bale repeats this assertion in his commentary on chapter 8, when he states that “the false 
hipocrites and the Antichristes so preuayled more and more under Mahomet and the romish 
pope that al Christianitie and spirituall holynesse was turned into supersticious sects” (sig. 
P.ii.r). He goes onto inventory, in a fashion typical of Bale, the various abusive practices 
occurring within the Church from this time on, including pilgrimages, pardons, fasts, the 
designation of patron saints for every conceivable ailment, and of course the wicked Mass. 
The idea that the papacy and Islam were products of the same erroneous age is reasserted in 
Bale's reading of the seven-headed dragon of chapter 12. The fourth head– like the fourth seal 
and the fourth angelic trumpet– alludes to an era rife with a “greedy multitude of holy 
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hipocrites and spirituall Antichristes,” in which “begone the papacie with Mahomets 
mischief” (C.iii.v- C.iiii.r). 
 The notion that the Roman Catholicism and Islam are not only coeval but products of 
the same heretical environment seems to suggest that, in Bale's polemical imagination, they 
are equivalent in error and therefore identical in the threat that they pose to the true Church. 
Indeed, in his interpretation of the seven-headed beast of chapter 13 (not to be confused with 
the dragon of Rev. 12), Bale rejects what he views as the traditional reading of the passage. 
He confirms that “evident it is that in Johns tyme, Rome the mother of all whordome hadde 
subiecte unto hir the vii clymates or universall parts of the world,” and that “some wryters 
suppose meete to be taken here for the vii heads of this beaste.” But Bale announces that he 
has an alternative explanation: 
 I finde an other thing in it, the body of these vii heads being but one, and stil 
continuing so for though all were at the time under hir, yet is it not so now, and yet stil 
remayneth this beast. Therefore I doo take it for one universall Antichrist (as I did 
afore) comprehending in him so well Mahomet as the Pope, so wel the raging tyrant 
as the stil hipocrite, and all the wickedly worketh ar of the same body. The vii heads 
of the beast may so wel be his presumptuous doings for the vii ages of the church. 
(sig. D.iii.v) 
 
Here Bale confirms his earlier readings, finding new evidence that seven-fold things must 
allegorize the seven ecclesiological ages. He also restates, but here in more explicit terms, 
that Antichrist is a single (though paradoxically bifurcated) entity, encompassing both Roman 
Catholicism and Islam. 
 It should be noted, however, that Bale draws an important distinction between the 
ways in which the two constituent halves of this single entity are manifest. The metonymic 
Pope is a “stil hypocrite,” while Muhammad is imagined as a “raging tyrant.” This 
distinction, which imagines the papacy as a spiritual threat and Islam as a physical one, is not 
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unique to Bale. It can be traced back to Luther's conception of Antichrist, which largely set 
the tenor for Protestant polemic against Islam. Appropriating the frequent medieval 
identification of Islam with Antichrist, Luther adapted this tradition to his own ends by 
amalgamating the Ottoman Empire and the Roman Curia to describe a double-headed 
Antichrist. But this does not mean that he viewed the Papist and the Mohammedan as 
identical or even equal. In Tischreden, Luther remarks that: 
 Antichrist is the pope and the Turk together; a beast full of life must have a body and 
soul; the spirit or soul of antichrist is the pope, his flesh or body the Turk. The latter 
wastes and assails and persecutes God's church corporally; the former spiritually and 
corporally too, with hanging, burning, murdering, etc. But, as in the apostle's time, the 
church had victory over the Jews and Romans, so now will she keep the field firm and 
solid against the hypocrisy and idolatry of the pope, and the tyranny and devastations 
of the Turk and her other enemies. (426)31 
 
This conception of the papacy as the spirit of Antichrist and the Ottomans as its physical 
body seems to have influenced John Foxe's “History of the Turks” in Acts and Monuments.32 
As a martyrology, it makes sense that Foxe's interest in Muslims has primarily to do with 
their persecution of Christian believers. For this reason, he must necessarily focus upon 
matters mundane including Seleucid, Seljuk, and Ottoman conquest of Christian lands, along 
with the tortures and murders they were thought to have wrought upon the populations of 
those lands. To close out his “History,” Foxe takes up the theme of biblical prophecy, 
demonstrating– in terms extremely reminiscent of Bale– how passages from Daniel 7 and 
Revelation 13 evince that “Turks” from Antiochus Gripus to Suleiman have prefigured 
Antichrist. But Foxe's exegesis is centered squarely upon the military (or physical) threat of 
Muslim powers, and not upon any spiritual one– a proper Antichrist must pose both. It is 
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32 See “John Foxe” in David Thomas and John Chesworth (eds.), Christian-Muslim Relations: A 
Bibliographical History, vol. 6 (Leiden: Brill, 2014), p. 771. 
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presumably with this requirement in mind that Foxe concedes the notion that 
“notwithstanding this text of the holy apostle, as I said before, may be verified also with no 
less reason upon the bishop of Rome, than upon the Turk.”33 For it is the Pope that “sitteth in 
the temple of God, and so did not Mahomet,” the Pope who “sitteth more like a god than a 
man in Rome.” It is the Pope, and not Muhammad who “bindeth the necessity of our 
salvation also to this, that we must believe, if we will be saved, and receive him to be the 
Vicar of Christ on earth.” 
 While Foxe concludes that “it were easy to judge, that the Turk is the more open and 
manifest enemy against Christ and his church,” this does not necessarily mean that he poses a 
greater threat to true Christian devotion than does the Pope. Sure, the physical threat posed 
by the Turks is more conspicuous, but Foxe declines to determine “whether of them two hath 
been the more bloody and pernicious adversary of Christ and his members.” As for himself, 
Foxe claims, he is merely an objective observer who is in no position to weigh the 
comparative evils of these dual Antichrists: “neither is it my part here to discern, who do only 
write the history, and the acts of them both.”34 
 Yet it would stand to reason that spiritual threats are considerably more dire than 
physical ones. While the latter may cut short an already transient earthly life, the former can 
imperil one's eternal soul. Bale, in his earlier works especially, does suggest that false 
Christians are of a worse order than Muslims. In his vituperation of heterodox clerics within 
the fledgling Church of England, he often highlights the culpability of false Protestants by 
positing that their errors are worse than those of Turks. In King Johan, for example, Veritas 
                                                 
33 Quotations of Acts and Monuments taken from Stephen Reed Cattley (ed.) The Acts and Monuments of John 
Foxe: A New and Complete Edition, vol. 4 (R.B. Seeley and W. Burnside, 1837), p. 101. 
 
34 Ibid, p. 122. 
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rebukes the misdeeds of Clergy, asserting that “I abhorre to shewe your doynges, / The 
Turkes I dare saye, are a thousand tymes better than yow.”35 
 Indeed some of the culpability of Islam was lifted by the view that it was a punitive 
instrument of God. While the anti-Christian Church of Rome was wicked in its own right as a 
blasphemous challenge to divine authority, the threat of Islam was imagined as a divine 
punishment for the various errors of Roman Catholicism as well as for iniquities within the 
Reformation movement. In Explanations of the Ninety-Five theses, Luther attributes the 
previous failings of the Roman Church to eradicate the Turkish treat to the notion that the 
Turks are the “lash and rod of God,” sent to punish the Church for its abuses and false 
doctrines.36 Similarly, Zwingli identified the Ottomans as the “rod of God's anger,” arguing 
that they are God's response to widespread moral offenses including drunkenness and 
prostitution.37 Erasmus also viewed the Turks as an indication of God's anger at the 
corruptions and superstitions of the Church, imagining the Ottomans as the physical 
symptom of a spiritual illness.38 
 In this way the threat of Islam, consistently physical and sometimes of punitive origin, 
was imagined as secondary to the more primary spiritual threat posed by the Roman Church. 
The Turks may well be the result or consequence of a larger spiritual struggle, but they are 
not the cause nor are they at root of the struggle itself. Islam was certainly viewed as a 
Christian heresy, but not the heresy that threatened the very viability of true religion. For this 
was an apocalyptic and spiritual struggle that exceeds the bounds of the mundane world. 
                                                 
35 Quoted in Thomas (2014), “John Bale,” p. 689. 
 
36 Quoted by Nicholas D. Proksch, “Luther's Eschatology and the Turks.” Paper delivered at The International 
Congress on Medieval Studies, Kalamazoo, MI, 2010. 
 
37 Zwinglis samtliche Werke, vi; xiv. Quoted in Thomas (2014), “Hudrych Zwingli,” p. 629. 
 
38 Erasmus, Utilissima consultatio de bello Turcis inferendo, et obiter enarratus Psalmus XXVIII (1530). 
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Surely if the greatest adversary of Christ is to be defeated, Islam must be dealt with in the 
process. But that adversary is not the Turk himself, but the Pope.  
Spenser's Saracens 
 This view of Islam as a secondary, derivative threat to Christianity can help us 
understand the role played by Saracen figures in The Faery Queene; for this role is 
consistently a supporting one in the advancement of agendas more properly belonging to 
figures with clear Roman Catholic associations. Saracen figures such as Sans Foy and Sans 
Joy are largely unaware of the wider agendas of figures like Duessa and Archimago, and their 
participation with such agendas is both unwitting and detrimental to their own interests and 
longevity. Certainly this secondary role is confirmed by the fact that– compared to their 
Roman Catholic “allies” in Book I especially– Saracen figures enjoy relatively little character 
development and occupy relatively little narrative space. The Souldan of V.viii, confined to a 
single canto, does not express much personality outside of his “swearing... and banning most 
blasphemously” or his general lust for power and fortune (V.viii.28). Souldan does enjoy 
allegorical significance of a topical variety, which is more than can be said of the barometric 
Sans Brothers. However, this significance is derived from his associations not with a 
contemporary Muslim figure such as Suleiman, but with the Roman Catholic Philip II of 
Spain.39 No little ado has been made of the fact that the Catholic Philip is figured by Spenser 
as a Muslim ruler, but this detail can probably be sufficiently explained by recalling that 
Muslim powers maintained a presence in the Iberian Peninsula for 900 years. Spanish 
Catholicism, Spenser is asserting, continues to be infected by Mohammedanism. Ultimately, 
                                                 
39 The parallels between Souldan and Philip II have been well established and need not be detailed here. The 
connection was first noted by John Upton in his 1758 edition of Faerie Queene. See also René Graziani, “Philip 
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Souldan's very status as a sultan has little to do with his being a Muslim ruler; the value of 
this title has much more to do with Souldan's political tyranny than with his religious identity. 
 As a poet extremely aware of his vocation and well versed in the literary traditions of 
which he was an inheritor, Spenser would have been aware of and sought to replicate the 
paganization of Muslim figures that he noticed in his medieval poetic models. As a writer 
with a keen interest in religious polemic, he would also have taken note of the depiction of 
Islam as a Christian heresy, both in the medieval chronicles and in the Protestant polemic of 
the generation that immediately preceded this own. His inheritance of both these traditions is 
easily demonstrated by the fact that he often refers to the same figures as both “sarazins” and 
“pagans” (at times spelled “paynim”).40  
 The word “Saracen” is of uncertain origin. The Romans used the term to refer to 
native populations of Arabia Petraea and Arabia Deserta, and indeed the use of this word to 
refer specifically to Arab tribes persisted into the early Middle Ages. But “Saracen” quickly 
devolved into a catch-all designation for all Muslims, regardless of ethnic or regional 
identities.41 Sans Foy, Sans Loy, and Sans Joy are all identified as Saracens. All three are also 
referred to as pagans. The same is true of Pollente and Pyrochles. The Souldan is called a 
pagan a total of five times over the course of his encounter with Arthur in V.viii.42 While he is 
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41 See Norman Daniel, The Arabs and Medieval Europe (London: Longman, 1979), p. 53. 
 
42 Sans Foy is a “sarazin” at I.ii.17 and called a “paynim” at I.iii.35. Sans Joy is identified as a sarazin at I.v.4; 
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never referred to as a Saracen, his name is enough to identify him as a Muslim sovereign.43  
 But just because the term “Saracen” had by Spenser's time become synonymous with 
“Muslim” does not mean that Spenser knew, much less cared, much about what Muslims 
actually believed. Indeed the fact that all these Saracen figures are simultaneously pagans 
complicates as much as clarifies our ability to determine what Spenser knew about Islam or 
wished to project by labeling certain allegorical figures as practitioners of that religion. 
Certainly Spenser does not use the word “pagan” merely as a synonym for “Saracen” or 
“Muslim.” There are, peppered throughout the poem, references to pagans of the non-Muslim 
variety. When Merlin refers to the Saxons as “those forrein Pagans” in his recollection of the 
Battle of Menevia, he is using the term accurately to refer to the polytheists who worshiped 
ése such as Thunor and Tiw (III.iii55). But it is ultimately unclear whether Spenser uses 
“pagan” with intentional reference to the actual polytheistic beliefs and practices that the 
term most commonly denotes, or if he uses it generally to refer to all non-Christians. We are 
told that Sans Foy, the allegorization of faithlessness, “cared not for God or man a point,” a 
quality that seems to suggest that this particular Saracen-pagan simply lacks any religion– 
even a “faithless” one such as Islam was thought to be. That Sans Foy mistakes the symbolic 
cross on Redcrosse's shield as a magic sigil does not clarify the point, and perhaps even 
suggests that the distinction between no religion and one devoid of faith is of minimal 
importance, as both must yield the same errors. 
 It is true that Spenser, who demonstrates a keen interest in matters etymological, 
would surely have been aware that the Latin paganus referred originally to a rural or rustic 
                                                 
43 Though it is uncertain if Spenser would have been aware of such a distinction, it should be noted that, at 
various times and places in the Muslim world, the title of sultan (from the root سلط, “power” or “authority”) has 
been reserved for sovereign rulers whose authority is derived from a religious significance. This contrasts with 
the more secular title of malik, equivalent to a king (from the root ملك, “ownership”; “property”). 
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person, and later to a civilian as distinct from members of the military. But at first glance, 
neither of these meanings seem appropriate for the Sans Brothers, for instance, who are 
knights of a martial sophistication that resembles that of Redcrosse. Tayla Meyers asserts that 
the deaths of Saracen figures including Sans Foy and Pyrochles allude to that of Virgil's 
Turnus, who in the final couplet of Aeneid goes “with an indignant groan / down to the 
shades below” (cum gemitu fugit indignata sub umbras).44 Like Turnus, Sans Foy responds to 
his own demise with indignation when his “grudging ghost did striue / with the fraile flesh” 
before “at last it flitted is, / whether the soules doe fly of men, that liue amis” (I.ii.19). 
Similarly, having been struck a mortal blow by Arthur, Pyrochles “lies on the sencelesse 
ground, / and groneth out his vtmost grudging spright” (II.v.36). Meyers's wider argument is 
concerned with the lack of finality or resolution surrounding some the Saracen figures in The 
Faerie Queene. Sans Loy survives an encounter with Satyrane in I.vi, only to survive another 
with Guyon in II.ii. Though defeated by Redcrosse, Sans Joy is spirited away by Duessa 
before the Christian Knight can finalize his victory. Even when Saracens are killed, Meyers 
asserts, their “grudging” spirits are reluctant to leave this world. For Meyers, such details 
allude to the persistent threat posed by the Ottoman Empire, an idea reinforced by the poet's 
unfulfilled anticipation of a time when he “of warres and bloodly Mars [will[ sing, / and 
Bryton fieldes with Sarazin blood bedyde, / twixt that great faery Queene and Paynim king” 
(I.xi.7).45 
 If indeed we are to recognize this allusion to the death of Turnus, its value in 
determining Spenser's use of the word “pagan” would lie in the idea that Turnus represents a 
                                                 
44 Meyers, “Saracens in Faery Land,” Spenser Studies 29 (2014): 37-61. 
 
45 On this promised war between Gloriana and the Paynim King, see also I.xii.18 and III.iii.27. 
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barbarous resistance to the forces of civilization. As the primary hinderance to the settlement 
of the Trojans in Latium, Turnus inadvertently seeks to prevent the founding of the Roman 
Empire. In this way Turnus– spurred on by the chaotic Allecto– could be imagined as a rustic 
paganus, but certainly not a civilian one. But in the sense that pagans are polytheists, Aeneas 
is as much a pagan as Turnus is. Indeed the syncretism that pervades The Faerie Queene 
makes it difficult to determine when a given reference to classical paganism should be taken 
as pejorative and when it is merely a matter of epic convention. In this way it is difficult to 
know what conclusions we should draw when Sans Joy supposes that his deceased brother 
“doest... sit wayling by the blacke Stygian lake,” or from the fact that his own journey to Hell 
to seek treatment from Aesculapius reveals an adherence to a pantheon featuring Jove, 
Apollo, and Diana. Pyrochles and Cymochles are wont to swear oaths upon Termagant and 
Mahowne, a detail that seems to confirm their status as both Muslims and polytheists. Even 
so, this detail is isolated and presented in passing, suggesting Spenser is merely nodding pro 
forma to the conventions of crusade romance.46 
 Spenser's lack of specificity concerning the actual religious beliefs and practices of 
his Saracen figures suggests that he is merely repeating from his medieval sources traditional 
ideas about Muslims. One thing this can tell us, however, is that we ought not to devote 
undue attention to the religious identities of his Saracen antagonists. Indeed the Sans Brothers 
are rather one-dimensional figures who function primarily as allegorical barometers of 
Redcrosse's current spiritual status. With this in mind, their importance lies in their 
relationships with figures who enjoy a greater level of allegorical development. While Sans 
Foy and Sans Joy are helpful to the reader in determining the consequences of Redcrosse's 
                                                 
46 Pyrochles threatens Arthur by vowing “Therefore by Termagaunt thou shalt be dead” (I.viii.30), while 
Cymochles adds invective when he says “By Mahoune, cursed thiefe, / That direfull stroke thou dearely shalt 
aby” (33). NB at VI.vii Disdaine is said to have “oftentimes by Turmagant and Mahound swore” (47). 
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various missteps, their relationship with Duessa is also featured prominently over the course 
of the first half of Book I. 
 Sans Joy's infernal journey, for instance, is really Duessa's undertaking. But despite 
the polytheistic details of this episode, she is identified as neither a pagan nor a Saracen; she 
is above all else a false Christian. She does, however, in many ways bridge the gap between 
such pagan-Saracen figures and those who possess overtly Roman-Catholic associations. As 
the Whore of Babylon and the allegorical manifestation of “faire falshood,” Duessa is 
identified with the Church of Rome; the seat of her father's empire, after all, is located on the 
banks of the Tiber (I.ii.arg.). What is more, she does purport to possess an affection for 
Christ, albeit it misguided and self-interested. Underscoring Roman Catholics' supposed 
misconstrual of the relationship between Christ and his Church, upon her first encounter with 
Redcrosse she laments the death of her betrothed. Her imperial father 
… in the first flower of my freshest age, 
Betrothed me vnto the onely haire 
Of a most mighty king, most rich and sage; 
… But ere my hoped day of spousall shone, 
Into the hands of hys accursed fone, 
And cruelly was slaine, that shall I euer mone. 
 
His blessed body spoild of liuely breath, 
Was afterward, I know not how, conuaid 
And fro me hid... 
Then forth I went his woefull corse to find, 
And may yeares throughout the world I straid. (I.ii.23-24) 
 
Duessa's reading of the Pauline trope of Christ-the-bridegroom (Eph. 5.23) is erroneous for 
two reasons, both of which imply that the Roman Church emphasizes the carnal, the 
mundane, and the literal over the spiritual, the heavenly, and the figurative. First and 
foremost, her emphasis upon Jesus' wealth and high station in life is not only historically 
inaccurate (He was a craftsman, not a prince), but highlights the material advantages of the 
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Church's relationship with Christ while completely discounting the spiritual significance of 
this arrangement. Her total ignorance (“I know not how”) concerning the miraculous 
disappearance of Jesus' body on the third day indicates that she isn't even aware of His 
resurrection, much less the soteriological implications thereof. Second, her preoccupation 
with Jesus' “corse” criticizes the perceived Catholic emphasis upon Christ's corporal body. 
This preoccupation, according to Protestant polemic, is manifest in such things as the 
reverence of relics and in the doctrine of transubstantiation. The Catholic mass again receives 
a figurative biblical episode– here Jesus' proclamations at the last supper, “this is my body” 
and “this is my blood”– as literal and essential.47 Duessa's misplaced (and presumably 
spurious) grief concerning Christ's physical death, together with her unawareness of His 
rebirth, contrasts markedly with Redcrosse who “dead as liuing euer him ador'd” (I.i.2).48 
 According to Duessa's function as an allegorization of false Christian doctrines, her 
“triple crowne” primarily recalls the papal tiara. But it is simultaneously a “Persian mitre” 
(I.vii.16, I.ii.13). Indeed other attributes of her wardrobe– “purfled” as it is with “gold and 
pearle of rich assay”– are reminiscent of the “oriental,” together with the contemporary 
associations of that part of the world with sensuousness, luxury, and excess (I.ii.13). With 
these dual associations in mind, Duessa's focus upon the corporal aspects of Christology 
demonstrates an analogy between Roman Catholicism and the supposedly carnal nature of 
Islam. The analogy is especially appealing in that it works according to either of the two 
contemporary conceptions of Islam. On the one hand Islam is a pagan religion concerned 
with worldly rather than spiritual matters. On the other it is a heresy of the Arian variety, 
which downplays Christ's divinity while emphasizing His humanity and corporality. 
                                                 
47 Matt. 26.26, 28 (KJV). 
 
48 See Hamilton (2006), I.ii.24n. 
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 Spenser's assertion that similarities can be observed between Catholic and Islamic 
theology is reinforced when we learn that Duessa and the Sans Brothers are also related 
genealogically: they share a common grandmother in Night, and are therefore cousins. But 
the relationship between Duessa and the Sans Brothers is not exclusively familial. It is 
suggested that she has had amorous encounters with both Sans Foy and Sans Joy, itself a 
critique of incestuous themes common in pagan mythology. Yet her relationships with both 
these figures are not those of equal partners. Rather, Duessa uses her influence over Sans Foy 
and Sans Joy to advance her own goals and agendas, most notably the destruction of True 
Holiness. In a phrase, they fight her battles for her. These Muslim figures do the physical 
work required to promote a larger spiritual (and expressly Christian) struggle, recalling 
Luther's conception of the Papacy as the spirit and Islam as the flesh of Antichrist. 
 It is not by his own initiative that Sans Foy attacks Redcrosse in I.ii. Rather, he does 
so at Duessa's insistence. Duessa and Sans Foy are riding along in a state of flirtatious 
frivolity when Redcrosse enters the scene. It is Duessa, not Sans Foy, who first notices the 
Christian knight, and it is Duessa who urges her Saracen companion to engage Redcrosse in 
battle: 
With faire disport and courting dalliaunce 
She intertainde her louer all the way: 
But when she saw the knight his speare aduance, 
Shee soone left off her mirth and wanton play, 
And bad her knight addresse him to the fray. (I.ii.14) 
 
Redcrosse's “advancement” of his spear could be taken to indicate that it is he who initiates 
hostilities. But alternatively, the first line of the following stanza could be read to suggest that 
Redcrosse doesn't even notice Sans Foy until the latter is galloping towards him at a rapid 
clip: “The knight of the Redcrosse when him he spide, / Spurring so hote with rage 
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dispiteous, / Gan fairely couch his speare, and towards ride” (15). It is unclear whether 
Redcrosse here notices Sans Foy for the first time, or merely notices that Sans Foy is now 
“spurring so hote.” The ambiguous use of pronouns and the simile comparing these two 
belligerents to “two rams” of “euqall puissaunce” in the following stanzas suggests that 
Spenser purposefully makes unclear who is responsible for attacking whom (16, 17). Having 
abandoned Una, Redcrosse is now operating in a state of faithlessness, and Sans Foy is 
merely a reflection of Redcrosse's spiritual status; allegorically, this is an internal struggle 
between Redcrosse's faith and his doubt. But what is clear is that, on a literal level, the 
initiative does not belong Sans Foy; even if Redcrosse advancing his spear is a subtle 
challenge, it is Duessa who notices this signal and encourages Sans Foy to respond in kind. 
 When Sans Foy is slain, Duessa “staid not to waile his woefull funerall, / But from 
him [i.e., Redcrosse] fled away with all her powre” (20). If it were true that Duessa were 
Sans Foy's captive, it could make sense that she would take this opportunity to flee, as she 
does not know what kind of treatment she can expect at the hands of her “liberator.” But we 
know her story is false (Sans Foy was not her captor, but her “louer”), and the kind of depth 
of character that obliges us to consider for Duessa any motive other than subterfuge is not 
typical of The Faerie Queene. Instead, what should be taken away from Duessa's response to 
the Sans Foy's death is the fact that she expresses no sorrow whatsoever. Instead, she is 
merely keen to move on to the next act of deception. 
 Duessa’s failure to mourn Sans Foy insists that the reader cast doubt on the sentiments 
she expresses in her encounter with Sans Joy at the Palace of Pride. Perhaps the most 
illuminating revelation regarding Duessa's real attitude towards the Sans Brothers is that they 
aren't even aware of her true identity. Like she does to Redcrosse, she presents herself to 
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these Saracen figures as Fidessa: 
Ah deare Sansioy, next dearest to Sansfoy, 
Cause of my new griefe, cause of my new ioy, 
Ioyous, to see his ymage in mine eye, 
And greeued, to thinke how foe did him destory, 
That was the flowre of grace and cheualrye; 
Lo his Fidessa to they secret faith I flye. (I.iv.45) 
 
That neither Sans Foy or Sans Joy are aware of “Fidessa's” (L. fide + esse: to be faith[ful]) 
true identity as Duessa (L. duo + esse: to be two; “duplicitous”) indicates that they are also 
unaware of her true agenda and can not therefore be in league with her larger goals in any 
deliberate or knowing sense. She has misled them in the same way that she misled Redcrosse 
and Fradubio before him (though not necessarily to the same ends). She has similarly mislead 
all these diverse figures both in essence (by lying about her identity) and in method (by 
seduction). In this way the Sans Brothers are not Duessa's partners, but her unwitting 
instruments. The only thing that can be said to her credit is that she at least attempts to save 
the wounded Sans Joy, even if she only allows this situation to distract her from her mission 
momentarily; by the outset of canto vii she is back from Hell to resume her seduction of 
Redcrosse, “her hoped pray” (2). 
 Similar to the Sans Brothers, the Souldan's agenda and behaviors are largely 
determined by a scheming female figure. Both his tyranny and his feud with Mercilla result 
from the influence and bad council of his wife, Adicia: 
To all which cruell tyranny they say, 
He is prouokt, and stird vp day and night 
By his bad wife, she hight Adicia, 
Who counsels him through confidence of might, 
To break all bonds of law, and rules of right. 
For she her selfe professeth mortall foe 
To Iustice, and against her still doth fight. (20) 
 
Adicia is not explicitly identified as a Saracen or a pagan, though her marriage to Souldan 
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may provide sufficient reason to assume that she is both. Meyers, for what it's worth, has 
demonstrated that Saracen status in The Faerie Queene is at times conditional rather than 
hereditary or familial.49 But Adicia's greed recalls that of the Saracen Pollente, and her 
cursing (“her burning tongue with rage inflamed hath”) recalls that of several Saracen figures 
including the Sans Joy, Pyrochles, and her own husband (49). 
 Yet her dominance over Saracen figures and her antagonism of Mercilla, a type for 
Elizabeth I, orients her on a functional level with Roman Catholicism. It is true that, despite a 
marginal note identifying her as “popery” in one copy of the 1611 folio edition of Spenser's 
Works, Adicia lacks the hallmarks of Roman Catholicism (as Spenser saw them) with which 
Duessa is endowed.50 For this reason the relationship between Adicia and Souldan cannot be 
said to reflect explicitly the hegemonic relationship between the Catholic Duessa and Saracen 
Sans Brothers. But Book V is the Book of Justice, not of Holiness, and it is therefore 
understandable that the religious iconography therein is less overt. But the fact remains that 
those historical figures traditionally proposed as types for Adicia are Roman Catholic queens, 
including Mary, Queen of Scots and Mary Tudor.51 Duessa is of course more explicitly 
aligned with the Scottish Queen in canto ix, where she is tried and condemned to death by a 
mournful Mercilla. This episode functions on an allegorical level to demonstrate the limits of 
mercy in the carriage of justice, while on a topical level it recalls Elizabeth's obligation to 
                                                 
49 Meyers (2014), p. 49. 
 
50 For this 1611 folio marginalia, see John Manning, “Notes and Marginalia in Bishop Percy's Copy of Spenser's 
Works (1611),” Notes & Queries 31.2 (Jun., 1984): 225-227. 
 
51 Russel J. Meyer notes that Suleiman's wife, Hurrem Sultan (also known as Roxelana), had a reputation for 
extreme cruelty: The Faerie Queene: Educating the Reader (Boston: Twayne, 1991), pp. 104-105. See also 
Hamilton (2007), V.viii.24.7n. 
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execute her royal cousin, despite her (performed or sincere) reluctance to do so.52 Mercilla 
initially expresses pity upon hearing Zele's accusations towards Duessa (“first there came 
Pittie, with full tender hart”), a response that highlights her determination to utilize corporal 
force only as a last resort (V.ix.45). This quality is also asserted in the preceding canto, when 
Mercilla first attempts to deal with Adicia's aggression through diplomacy in the form of 
Samient. Mercilla's meekness in the face of the fact that Adicia is actively trying to usurp her 
realm recalls Elizabeth's offer to restore Mary, Queen of Scots to her throne in exchange for 
her sponsorship of Protestantism in Scotland, as well as the English Queen's continued 
refusal to condemn Mary even after the exposure of the Casket Letters and Ridolfi Plot. 
 But in light of the fact that Adicia is married to the allegorization of Philip II, she also 
bears resemblance to Mary Tudor. As Adicia (ἀδικία, “injustice”) is a foil of the Elizabethan 
Mercilla, the supposedly bloody and tyrannous reign of Mary I was well established by 
writers such as Foxe as a foil to the merciful and just monarchy of her half-sister. While Acts 
and Monuments certainly emphasizes the physical sufferings wrought upon Marian martyrs, 
the primary threat that Mary Tudor posed to England was the imposition of false religion, a 
fate that Foxe makes clear is worse than death. The threat that Philip II posed to England, 
however, was a physical and martial one in the form of the Armada. The pervasive allusion to 
the 1588 Armada in the battle between Souldan and Arthur has been well established. 
Souldan's “charret hye” resembles the high poop decks of Don John's Galleons, and Arthur's 
hanging of Souldan's arms upon a tree recalls the display of captured Spanish banners in 
                                                 
52 For the topical allegory concerning Duessa's trial and that of Mary, Queen of Scots, see Richard McCabe, 
“The Masks of Duessa: Spenser, Mary Queen of Scots, and James VI,” English Literary History 17.2 (Spring, 
1987): 224-242. Also see entries for “Mercilla” and “Mary, Queen of Scots” in SEnc. 
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London following the English victory.53 In this way, the Muslim Souldan does the physical 
work required by an agenda belonging primarily to Adicia, a figure associated with historical 
Catholic personages, just as the Sans Brothers carry out those martial tasks required by the 
Catholic Duessa. As Richard F. Hardin has noted, “Adicia seems in part the idea of injustice 

















                                                 
53 See Hamilton (2007), V.viii.28.4-9n, 45.1-3n. Pervasive allusion to the Armada was also noted by Upton 
(1758). 
 
54 Hardin, “Adicia, Souldan” in SEnc. 
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